Maine State Library

Digital Maine
Academic Research and Dissertations

Maine State Library Special Collections

2019

In the Mouth of the Woolf: The Posthumanistic Theater of the
Bloomsbury Group
Christina A. Barber
IDSVA

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalmaine.com/academic

Recommended Citation
Barber, Christina A., "In the Mouth of the Woolf: The Posthumanistic Theater of the Bloomsbury Group"
(2019). Academic Research and Dissertations. 29.
https://digitalmaine.com/academic/29

This Text is brought to you for free and open access by the Maine State Library Special Collections at Digital Maine.
It has been accepted for inclusion in Academic Research and Dissertations by an authorized administrator of
Digital Maine. For more information, please contact statedocs@maine.gov.

IN THE MOUTH OF THE WOOLF: THE POSTHUMANISTIC THEATER OF THE
BLOOMSBURY GROUP

Christina Anne Barber

Submitted to the faculty of
The Institute for Doctoral Studies in the Visual Arts
in partial fulfillment of the requirements
for the degree
Doctor of Philosophy

August, 2019

ii

Accepted by the faculty at the Institute for Doctoral Studies in the Visual Arts in partial
fulfillment of the degree of Doctor of Philosophy.

COMMITTEE MEMBERS
Committee Chair:

Simonetta Moro, PhD
Director of School & Vice President for Academic Affairs
Institute for Doctoral Studies in the Visual Arts

Committee Member: George Smith, PhD
Founder & President
Institute for Doctoral Studies in the Visual Arts

Committee Member: Conny Bogaard, PhD
Executive Director
Western Kansas Community Foundation

iii

© 2019
Christina Anne Barber
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

iv

Mother of Romans, joy of gods and men,
Venus, life-giver, who under planet and star
visits the ship-clad sea, the grain-clothed land
always, for through you all that’s born and breathes
is gotten, created, brought forth to see the sun,
Lady, the storms and clouds of heaven shun you,
You and your advent; Earth, sweet magic-maker,
sends up her flowers for you, broad Ocean smiles,
and peace glows in the light that fills the sky.
— Lucretius —

For my mother, Faith,
who taught me to love with courage, and to forgive.
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ABSTRACT
Christina Anne Barber
IN THE MOUTH OF THE WOOLF: THE POSTHUMANISTIC THEATER OF THE
BLOOMSBURY GROUP

Literary critics and art theorists celebrate the work of Virginia Woolf and the activities of
London’s Bloomsbury Group as emblematic of the early achievements made in modernist art
and aesthetics. This dissertation argues that their creative activities exceeded modernist
ideologies and practices of unity, purity, and autonomy; they instead embody the distinct
postmodernist traits of hybridity, discord, and fragmentation. This project relocates Woolf’s
literary work and the culture of the Bloomsbury Group within a posthumanistic theater;
modernism was a performative cloak for their radical personal beliefs and endeavors. In their
private lives, the Bloomsberries’ feminism, queer subculture, atheism, pacifism, and mixing of
social classes reveal them – as individuals and as an intimate group – to be highly performative,
heterogeneous, and post-human.
I assert that Woolf’s novels describe the Bloomsberries’ radical social values and
behaviors via the genre of fiction. The genre safeguarded the novels’ contents for public
consumption on the premise that fiction is not confined to facts and real people or events.
Woolf’s stories offered unutterable truths about herself, the group, and quotidian urban life.
This postmodern re-reading of Woolf’s novels, Mrs. Dalloway, To The Lighthouse,
Orlando, The Waves, and her essay, A Room of One’s Own, repositions Woolf’s lyric prose as
contributing to discourse on the post-human condition and with contemporary feminist and queer
theory. Yoking the ideas of Deleuze and Guattari, Butler, Haraway, Braidotti, Bryant, Bergson,
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and others, I assert that Woolf’s stories occupy a threshold between fiction and post-human
philosophy, because her characters exceed being in the world and instead participate in a scheme
of becoming-with the world. Woolf’s scheme for intersubjective consciousness is a rhizomatic
relation of encounters, machines, and multispecies alliances that permeate the post-human body
and psyche. We find, in her century-old artistic vision, a schema for today’s post-human
storytelling in the Anthropocene.

Keywords: Post-human, Virginia Woolf, Bloomsbury Group, Postmodern, Intersubjectivity
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INTRODUCTION
Literary critics and art theorists observe the work of Virginia Woolf and the activities of
the Bloomsbury Group, a controversial assemblage of artists and intellectuals in London during
the early twentieth century, as representative of early modernist art and aesthetics (Connor 290).
This dissertation asserts that their creative activities exceeded modernist ideologies and practices
of unity, purity, and autonomy (288), and embodies the distinct postmodernist traits of hybridity,
discord, and fragmentation. This project relocates Woolf’s literary work and the social patterns
of the Bloomsbury Group within a posthumanistic theater; in this light, we shall understand
“modernism” as a performative cloak for their radical social behaviors, beliefs, and creative
pursuits.
Time has provided the necessary space for the smoke to clear around the social
controversies that surrounded the Bloomsbury Group, and we are today more able to examine
what was at stake in their homosexual tendencies, feminist and queer alliances, sexual liberation,
anti-war politics, and atheism, all of which were a mixing class structures and a threat to many
late Victorians’ core beliefs. These ideas were dangerous for the members to be associated with
publicly so much that many Bloomsbury Group members denied that the group ever existed, or
that they belonged to it at all, at least in terms of what the outside world perceived it to be.
Bloomsbury member, Leonard Woolf, wrote in his autobiography, Beginning Again (1911 to
1918):
What came to be called ‘Bloomsbury’ by the outside world never existed in the form
given to it by the outside world. For ‘Bloomsbury’ was and is currently used as a term—
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usually of abuse—applied to a largely imaginary group of persons with largely imaginary
objects and characteristics. I was a member of this group and I was also one of a small
number of persons who did in fact eventually form a kind of group of friends living in or
around that district of London legitimately called Bloomsbury. (L. Woolf, BA 21)
Like the nature of many groups, time and circumstance continued to change the dynamics of
Bloomsbury over the course of two generations (Rosenbaum x), and there are extensive, and
conflicting lists of who ‘was’ or ‘was not’ a Bloomsbury (Hussey 34). The scope of this
dissertation refers to “Old Bloomsbury,” as including (but was not limited to): Leonard and
Virginia Woolf, Vanessa and Clive Bell, Adrian Stephen, Lytton Strachey, Roger Fry, Duncan
Grant, David Garnett, John Maynard Keynes, E.M. Forster, Molly and Desmond MacCarthy, and
Saxon Sydney-Turner (Rosenbaum xi). This dissertation also references Lydia Lopokova
Keynes, Angelica Bell, Mary Hutchinson, Dora Carrington, Ralph Partridge, and Quentin Bell in
relation to Virginia Woolf’s novels, which often blurred family and friends of the Bloomsbury
Group into one or more characters.
These artists, writers, and intellectuals came together without making a manifesto; there
was no unifying theme, “doctrine, code of conduct, or masters” (Rosenbaum ix). There were,
however, shared educational backgrounds that had forged powerful friendships for the young
men of Bloomsbury. Leonard Woolf points out that nine of the Old Bloomsbury members
attended Cambridge University, and that almost all of them were “contemporaries at Trinity and
King’s [colleges],” that Lytton Strachey, Desmond MacCarthy, E.M Forster, Saxon SydneyTurner, John Maynard Keynes, and himself were a part of the elite Cambridge Apostles (L.
Woolf, BA 22-24), a secret society that met for weekly discussions and organized talks.
Additionally, Roger Fry was also a member of the Cambridge Apostles (V. Woolf, Fry 49-61).
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Leonard Woolf’s believed that his experience as a Cambridge Apostle had “permanently
inoculated” himself and his colleagues with a philosophical “Moorism”1 (BA 24). He writes:
“G.E. Moore . . . his tremendous intellectual (and also emotional) influence upon us and upon
the Society . . . into our minds and characters were his peculiar passion for truth, for clarity and
common sense, and a passionate belief in certain values” (BA 24). Leonard also suggests that
Moore’s ideas of “clarity, light, [and the] absence of humbug” influenced Virginia Woolf’s
writing and Vanessa Bell’s painting (BA 25). Bloomsbury member, Maynard Keynes, wrote in
his essay, My Early Beliefs: “We accepted Moore’s religion, so to speak, and discarded his
morals” (85). Then Keynes defines his terminology: “meaning by ‘religion’ is one’s attitude
towards oneself and the ultimate and by ‘morals’ one’s attitude towards the outside world and
the intermediate” (86). Keynes claims that only Desmond MacCarthy and A.R. Ainsworth
(another Cambridge friend) “came under [Moore’s] full influence” (Keynes 85). This conflicts
with Leonard’s autobiographical remarks, and helps illustrate the disparate opinions that the
Bloomsberries had of their own group. Mark Hussey’s synopsis of the Bloomsbury Group deftly
points to the work S.P. Rosenbaum, who identifies Quaker and the Clapham Sect’s Christian
ideologies as also influencing the Bloomsberries2 in unusual and hybrid forms. Rosenbaum
writes: “Bloomsbury modified their puritanism with atheism, their Utilitarianism with Platonism,
their liberalism with pacifism, and their aestheticism with love” (Hussey 36). I would add to this
assessment of their shared ideals that sexual and intellectual freedom was of paramount
importance, and that this was essential to the lifestyles of Vanessa Bell in the former, and to
Virginia Woolf, in the latter (Gordon 72).
Quentin, Vanessa Bell’s son, who grew up in the Bloomberries’ changing circle of
friends and family, wrote conversely that the group “can hardly be said to have had any common
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ideas about art, literature, or politics” (Hussey 36). A writer himself, famous for his biography on
Virginia Woolf, Quentin Bell also became a Bloomsbury Group member in the 1920s and 30s.
(L. Woolf, BA 22). In his essay, The Character of Bloomsbury, Bell recognizes the importance
of talk and friendship for the Bloomsberries, but also acknowledges a larger effort: “to live a life
of rational and pacific freedom, to sacrifice the heroic virtues in order to avoid the heroic vices”
(Bloomsbury 448). He asserts that this social and political prerogative “could be maintained, but
only just maintained, between the years 1914 and 1918 because in that war it was still possible
for an intelligent man or woman to be neutral [referring to World War I, in contrast to the
Fascism of World War II, when pacifism became intolerable for its members]” (Q. Bell,
Bloomsbury 448). Distilling what the Bloomsbury Group represented, believed, or purported to
be within the scope of this scholarship. However, understanding that the Bloomsberries came
together as a kind of ‘assemblage’ made of many autonomous parts, and that it did not create a
unified whole, is critical to this dissertations’ argument for what I call a “posthumanistic theater”
of the Bloomsbury Group. Their alternative lifestyles, open marriages, and friendships gave
agency to its members to create themselves, their artwork, and to pursue their intellectual
interests. Leonard Woolf notes: “We were and always remained primarily and fundamentally a
group of friends” (BA 23). I will argue that the Bloomsbury’s assemblage expresses traits that
are distinct to postmodernism, such as impurity, hybridity, and fragmentation.
The posthumantistic theater of the Bloomsbury Group created its own environ made of
incongruous parts; it created a world, and from this world emerged the literary giant Virginia
Woolf; her stories give voice to this creative space, this world of the Bloomsbury Group and its
posthumantistic theater. American philosopher Donna Haraway writes in her recent book,
Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene:
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It matters what matters we use to think other matters with; it matters what stories we tell
to tell other stories with; it matters what knots knot knots, what thought think thoughts,
what descriptions describe descriptions, what ties tie ties. It matters what stories make
worlds, what worlds make stories. (Haraway, ST 12)
The stories in Virginia Woolf’s novels have come to symbolize modernist concerns within
literary communities. This scholarship aims to reposition Woolf’s novels, Mrs. Dalloway, To The
Lighthouse, Orlando, The Waves, and her essay, A Room of One’s Own, within the context of
postmodern art theory, aesthetics, and contemporary philosophy. Her novels are the focus of my
analysis in two essential ways: First, Woolf’s stories provide insight into the Bloomsberries’
activities via the genre of fiction, but safeguarded by the premise that fiction is not real; this was
a necessary protection for Woolf and the Bloomsberries in the highly conservative culture that
they lived in. Woolf was permitted to describe, in fiction, otherwise unutterable truths about her
perceptions, fantasies, and her daily experiences. Fiction allowed her to expand her artistic vision
of her family, friends, lovers and alliances as characters. Her narratives made detailed
observations about the people closest to her, and incorporated reflections of herself, crafted with
the depth and height of lyric prosody and embedded it into fiction. Woolf’s chosen form of the
novel invited the everyday reader to connect with the characters, and narratives, about the
changing environments and experiences of modern life. Books were more widely available than
ever, and central to Bloomsbury publishing was the ‘Hogarth Press’, operated by Virginia and
Lenard Woolf.3 Woolf’s fiction is instrumental in my analysis of the Bloomsberries
posthumanistic theater because her novels provide important insight into her own experiences,
and those of the Bloomsbury Group, for their manifestation of Bloomsbury ideals in fiction.
Second, by re-reading Woolf’s novels as postmodern, we gain a new understanding of her
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narratives—and lyric prose—as contributing to a contemporary philosophical discourse on the
post-human condition. Woolf successfully crafted permeable characters, whose intersubjective
consciousnesses are not limited to their human bodies. Her characters blend with their
environments in a multitude of hybrids and temporary assemblages, and they move forward in
the story through observations, conversations, and internal dialogues rather than by a traditional
plot of setup – confrontation – resolution, or a unifying meta-narrative. Her stories occupy a
threshold between fiction and post-human philosophy, because her characters are shifted from
being in the world (a world centered around the thinking human subject found in the Age of
Enlightenment), to a scheme of becoming-with the world (a rhizomatic relation of encounters,
temporary multispecies alliances, and machines that intersect with the post-human body and
psyche).
Scholar’s disagree upon the distinction between modern and postmodern philosophy; the
line that divides them zigzags and presents theoretical confusion and consternation: “its
application [is] more uncertain and divided than in some other fields [e.g. postmodern
architecture]” (Magus 726). It is not unified movement and there are conflicting theories about
what it is and what the direction it is going. The French philosopher Jean-François Lyotard
claims that postmodernism and modernism are engaged in a kind of circular dialectic: “A work
can become modern only if it is first postmodern. Postmodernism thus understood is not
modernism at its end but in the nascent state, and this state is constant” (WP 1136). Lyotard
presents the movements as inseparable, co-dependent, necessarily contributing to each other, and
expectant. Peter Osborne writes:
‘Modernity’ thus plays a dual role as a category of historical periodization: it designates
the contemporaneity of an epoch to the time of its classification, but it registers the
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contemporaneity in terms of a qualitatively new, self-transcending temporality which has
the simultaneous effect of distancing the present from even that most recent past with
which it is thus identified. (458)
This vantage, this scholarship does not refute the modernist characteristics of that the
Bloomsbury Group purported to engage in; it does however argue that their activities and
contributions to the literary and visual arts exceeded the movement of modernism by preceding
it. I assert throughout this dissertation that Woolf accomplishes this by crafting stories of
hybridity and intersubjectivity; her characters describe a contemporary becoming-with
philosophy that interlinks their environments and observations through internal dialogues that are
permeable to their changing contexts and circumstances. Woolf’s characters are rife with discord
and fragmentation; this is evident when Woolf presents the kaleidoscopic perspective of the
mentally ill character of Septimus in Mrs. Dalloway. It is evident in the polyphonic character
soliloquies of The Waves, which mix (but do not blend) the internal dialogues of six disparate,
yet, interconnected characters’. It is evident in Woolf’s protagonist Orlando, a gender-fluid
subject, with an intersubjective ‘I’ who is populated by a feminist ‘We’, and who disrupts
heteronormative ideologies that polarize concepts of sex and gender, in favor of an androgynous
and hybrid approach—man-womanly, and woman-manly. These characters all grapple with
distinctly postmodern concerns: “postmodern forms of art are those which make manifest the
very impossibility of presenting that which cannot be presented” (Harrison and Wood 1016). Her
narratives trade out the contrived notions of universality, identity, purity, and unity that galvanize
modernism for a much more fluid scheme that unravels quotidian experience; an unraveling that
continues to contribute to our understanding of postmodernism and the post-human condition
(Conner 288; Harrison and Wood 1016).
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By repositioning Virginia Woolf’s novels and the activities of the Bloomsberries within a
posthumanistic theater, we are better able to interrogate how their social endeavors and creative
works inform our contemporary cyberage and the post-human condition. There are two main
objectives in this dissertation research: first, to analyze the post-human intersections that Woolf
develops in her novels Mrs. Dalloway, To The Lighthouse, Orlando, The Waves, and A Room of
One’s Own for intersubjective schemes of consciousness that manifest a becoming-with
philosophy. The second objective explores the ‘world’ of Old Bloomsbury to reposition their
‘stories’ as contributing to posthumanism concerns. In agreement with Haraway’s claim that: “it
matters what stories make worlds, what worlds make stories” (ST 12) this scholarship repositions
the Bloomsberries within the post-human condition with an aim of leveraging their ‘world’ for
new ‘stories’ that offer schemes of intersubjective thinking that serve contemporary problems in
philosophy, art theory, and aesthetics.
CHAPTERS OVERVIEW
Each chapter works to resolve its own set of research questions that focus on the
activities of Bloomsbury Group and the literary work of Virginia Woolf; all of the chapters
contribute to the larger scope of this dissertation’s assessment of the posthumanistic theater of
the Bloomsbury Group. The following chapter summaries include a selection of research
questions that prompted the scholarship, along with a brief overview of the structure and
argument of each chapter.
Chapter 1 begins with my examination of who the ‘Old Bloomsbury’ members were and
what kind of intellectual and artistic contributions they were producing within their circle of
friends. This analysis also considers the location of their group’s meetings in the district of
Bloomsbury, London (its namesake), and the queer and feminist sub-culture that they fostered at
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these gatherings. I further contextualize the Bloomsberries’ activities with urban and intellectual
developments of the era in order to give dimension to the lives of its members, who lived during
the remarkable and volatile times of Britain in the early twentieth century. The aim of chapter is
to analyze the Bloomsbury Group’s self-claimed ‘modernist’ intellectual and creative works,
with respect to their activities as a collective. The key question guiding this research is: What is
revealed about the lives and works of the Bloomsbury Group members when we examine them
from a contemporary vantage point of post-human philosophy and postmodern aesthetics? The
French philosopher Jean-François Lyotard’s ideas on posthumanism are essential in connecting
how it was indeed possible for the Bloomsberries’ modernist lives and works to collide, overlap,
and bump-up against postmodernism; I define this situation as a posthumanistic theater
(Inhuman 25). Additionally, I reference the Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben’s poetic
insights to intertextualize definitions of the “contemporary” in relation to the Bloomsberries
(Agamben 46). My analysis then focuses on the performativity of the Bloomsberries’ social
interactions, which, I argue, subverted cultural norms and created social hybridity. Their
collaborative political and artistic performance of the Dreadnought Hoax (1910) is an important
example of such subversion and hybridity. I will also address how the subculture of ‘buggery’
fostered a space for early feminism within the Bloomsberries. My analysis of their queer and
feminist endeavors is informed by the American philosopher Judith Butler’s concept of “gender
performativity”, specifically her theory of the “signification process” of cultural constructs;
Butler’s theories help describe how the Bloomsberries were able to successfully disrupt
conservative patterns of cultural norms (GT 201, 185; Assembly 30).
The focus of Chapter 1 then shifts to Virginia Woolf’s most experimental novel, The
Waves (1931), where we will consider the fluid performativity of her playpoem, which enacts
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and embodies many of the principles of the post-human. To support this claim, I refer to the
Russian philosopher Mikhail Bakhtin, and his theories of the “carnival” in literature (123), and
“unfinalizablity” in consciousness (68,177). I use Bakhtin’s theories to examine the soliloquies
in The Waves, which I find to be “polyphonic” (Booth xxi; Bakhtin 3). I find also that there are
parallels between the fictional characters in The Waves to real members of the Bloomsbury
Group, and to Woolf’s own personal experiences; these findings indicate a post-human condition
within the novel’s soliloquies and interludes. I further examine this with condition with the help
American philosopher Donna Haraway’s theory of a “cyborg” (SCW 149-77), and the Italian
philosopher Rosi Braidotti’s theory of “cyber-feminist[ism]” (Metamorphoses 180). Further,
French philosopher Gilles Deleuze, and psychoanalyst Félix Guattari’s theories of “blocks of
becoming” and “becoming-animal” are essential in my repositioning of the Bloomsberries within
a posthumanistic theater (ATP 29, 238-39).
I conclude this chapter with the assertion that the Bloomsbury Group’s intellectual and
creative activities were distinctly postmodern. By re-reading The Waves as having been produced
from within—and an enactment of—a posthumanistic theater, we gain important insight into our
contemporary post-human condition, the digital age of hyper-communication. This is my point of
departure into the post-human condition; the following chapters will closely examine Virginia
Woolf’s literary masterpieces: The Waves, Mrs. Dalloway, To The Lighthouse, Orlando, A Room
of One’s Own as presenting vital new avenues and schemes of intersubjective thinking, and a
becoming-with philosophy.
Beginning in Chapter 2, the scope of this dissertation narrows-in on the literary work of
Virginia Woolf, and I evaluate her fiction in three essential ways: first, I use her fiction as a lens
for viewing the real-life activities and characteristics of the Bloomsbury Group; second, I read
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her fiction for insight about Woolf’s own experiences; third, I examine her work for new ideas
and schemes about the post-human condition. Chapter 2 focuses on Woolf’s novel The Waves,
and here I switch points of reference for my analysis; rather than looking from within the
Bloomsbury Group into Woolf’s literary work, I look from inside Woolf’s fictional narrative,
The Waves, into the Bloomsberries’ posthumanistic theater. What kinds of correlations were
there between the real people in Woolf’s life and her fictional characters? What autobiographical
memories did Woolf fictionalize—and what do they say to us about the Bloomsberries? I argue
that The Waves renders to the eroticism, social entanglements, and intellectual flights of the
Bloomsbury Group. The genre of fiction created a safe environment for Woolf to cast light on
the group’s collective performativity; real events and memories inform the soliloquies of the six
characters in The Waves.
By approaching the Bloomsberries from postmodern theory and aesthetics we are able to
see new assemblages and hybrids of the Bloomsbury personalities that Woolf described in
fiction. In the first of the two sections of this chapter, I posit that Percival’s silence as a character
and role as a polyphonic hero in The Waves supports the increasingly complex and intertwined
soliloquies of the six voiced characters. We will examine the traditional role of the hero, and how
the hero of Percival corresponds autobiographically to Virginia Woolf’s brother, Thoby Stephen,
whom Percival is based on. We then turn to Mikhail Bakhtin’s evaluation of Dostoevsky’s
polyphonic hero in dialogic discourse, and juxtapose this to Woolf’s Percival (47-88); I argue
that Woolf’s silent-polyphonic hero splits in a radical way from Dostoevsky’s hero, because
Percival’s consciousness is effectively relocated by Woolf into the other characters’ soliloquies.
The contemporary composer, John Cage, who claims that noise is an integral part of silence,
offers further insight on the puzzling and seemingly contradictory situation of Percival (8, 12).
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The character assemblages and hybrids of the speaking characters offer the complexity of a posthuman shared consciousness, in their embodied perceptions of the hero Percival.
In the second section of Chapter 2, my analysis returns to the six soliloquies of The
Waves, and I argue that their character assemblages and hybrids deliver, philosophically, a
broader and more inclusive idea of human consciousness than the enlightened subject of
modernism, an inclusive vision that was also present in the posthumantistic theater of the
Bloomsbury Group. I find that there are three main types of intersubjectivity in Woolf’s
character construction in The Waves: the first, combines multiple people, spaces, animals and
memories into one fictional character; the second combines at least two real people into one
fictional character; and the third is a blurred portrait, a character with an uncanny resemblance to
a real person. Woolf’s character construction as well as the characters themselves, exhibit
“rhizomatic” tendencies, and they portray human consciousness as permeable (Deleuze and
Guattari, ATP 7).
Woolf’s crafting of identities falls within the terms of what Deleuze and Guattari describe
as a “haecceity” (ATP 261), because the interlinked consciousnesses of Woolf’s characters have
a relational dependence on the other characters, spaces, and non-human encounters. The Waves
refuses a binary ‘self’ and ‘other’ (an important philosophical and psychoanalytic restructuring
for feminists), and Woolf’s characters enact a “flux of multiple becoming” (Braidotti, NS 248,
254). To this end, I highlight Woolf’s genderqueer integration of male Bloomsbury members
into fictionalized female characters, and I observe that the character Jinny has a heightened
femininity that suggests a diva, or a man in drag, in her dramatic enactment and display of
gender (Butler, GT 190). I posit that Jinny is based upon three women of the Bloomsbury Group:
Hutchinson, Lopokova, and Woolf—and one man, Lytton Strachey. Jinny’s conscious ‘I’ is
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always drawn with respect to the other characters, and her soliloquies quickly shift to an unfixed
arrangement of the ‘self’; she is post-human; she is rhizomatic. I then analyze Woolf’s characters
Rhoda, Neville, Susan, Louis, and Bernard with respect to real-life Bloomsbury members, and
present Virginia Woolf’s personal experiences and memories as contributing to the character
soliloquies and interludes. These character assemblages collectively provide an inside
perspective into the posthumanistic theater of the Bloomsbury Group. I conclude Chapter 2 with
the observation that Woolf’s vision of intersubjective consciousness extends beyond the human
to plants, animals, and non-human intelligence. By situating the Bloomsberries’ creative
activities within postmodernism, I believe that we gain new insight into our contemporary
manifestations of the post-human, a new regard for how we are increasingly entangled with our
environments and with each other, and a scheme – a flexible, dynamic framework – for what that
entanglement can look like. Woolf creates new kind of philosophical blueprint in her fictional
characters by showing what intersubjective consciousness can look like.
Advancing the premise that Virginia Woolf’s characters manifest a post-human
condition, Chapter 3 turns to Mrs. Dalloway, and the assemblage of a hive-like ‘I’ in its
narrative. This chapter interrogates the characters’ intersections with modernity, i.e. the external
world of mechanical inventions, urban street corners, and the rooms of houses. What are the
topological relationships of the characters to London, and what are the ramifications of the city
and machines on the characters’ self-consciousnesses? What does Mrs. Dalloway’s crisscrossing
narrative, with juxtaposed protagonists who never directly engage, say about temporary
intersections of post-human intersubjectivity? Why does the eponymous protagonist, Clarissa
Dalloway, have a double character alignment with the traumatized war veteran, Septimus Warren
Smith?
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By repositioning Mrs. Dalloway within a posthumanistic theater, I argue that Woolf
developed aesthetic strategies, such as her use of the lyric present in the narrative, to subvert and
explore the taboo subjects of madness and sexuality—subjects that were almost impossible to
address in late Victorian Britain. The characters in Mrs. Dalloway are permeable, and Woolf’s
dual narrative is web-like, connecting the spaces, times and perceptions of her characters: be it
walking in the park, sequestered in a room, traveling by omnibus, a shared letter, or looking for
patterns in the sky. I posit in this chapter that the city of London itself is an inextricable a part of
her characters’ intersubjective selves, and that Mrs. Dalloway offers a post-human experience
that illuminates moments of becoming in quotidian urban life.
To support these claims, I compare Woolf’s crafting of the lyric present to a kind of
social performance (Baker 205) that allows states of crisis and rapture in non-linear time. I apply
scansion to a homoerotic passage that describes Clarissa Dalloway’s memory of her girlfriend to
consider the sonic qualities, and rhythms that Woolf crafted in order to layer sexuality (similar to
stratification) between internal dialogue and lyric consciousness. To further query the
homoerotic content of Mrs. Dalloway, I turn to the work of French psychoanalyst, Jacques
Lacan, and his concept of the “soulove” between two women (Lacan, Encore 85). I also engage
the feminist philosopher Luce Irigaray’s argument for a new model of female sexuality (that is
not based on men), and I assert that Woolf anticipates Irigaray’s feminist project by crafting
alternative stories about women’s sexuality through lyric prosody and intersubjective narratives
(101).
I also refer to the French philosopher Henri Bergson in this chapter, and his theories of
“duration” and “vital impetus,” which I apply to Woolf’s style of prose (CE 11, 32, 61, 186).
Bergson’s theories are important to my character analysis of the socially anxious Septimus, who
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expresses moments of becoming during existential crisis, and episodes of paranoia and neurosis.
Embedded in Septimus’ distrust of his doctor is a firsthand critique of the clinical psychological
treatments emerging in Britain at that time (Lee 188), and his story is semi-autobiographical for
Woolf. Fiction allowed Woolf the creative space, and the necessary anonymity to share her
experiences with mental illness that continued to beset her throughout her life; her real
experiences of late Victorian doctors and asylums informed her fictionalized descriptions of the
“sane and the insane side by side” (V. Woolf, Writer’s Diary 51).
Septimus’ irrational mind became a vehicle for perceiving another kind of reality that is
distinctly postmodern; his consciousness manifests through encounters with interior dwellings,
corridors, passageways, and parks. I also argue in this chapter that the socio-geographic spaces
that Woolf’s characters inhabit are topological manifestations of intersubjective selfconsciousness. American philosopher Levi Bryant’s “topological conception” of space is useful
here as a flexible and temporary scheme to situate Woolf’s characters in: this is a “space . . .
conceived as a network of paths between machines” (144). I use Bryant’s onto-cartography to
gain insight into the story of Elizabeth (Clarissa’s daughter) during her passage through streets of
Central London that are unfamiliar to her. Her journey describes a topological manifestation of
intersubjective self-consciousness. Elizabeth’s experience of a new territory offers us a picture of
the post-human condition that intermixes cultural constructs, collective experiences, the
cityscape of London, and the machines of the ‘roaring twenties.’ Notably, Woolf penned
Elizabeth’s adventure before the philosopher Guy Debord published his concept of a modern
spectacle (Debord 701-04). Elizabeth’s passage disrupts the everyday patterns of her life, and it
engenders a sense of creative agency and self-actualization in her; Elizabeth’s experience aligns
with Debord’s concept of the “dérive” (Debord 703). Woolf perforates the narrative with the
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lyric present in order to craft for her reader an experience of Elizabeth’s dérive. She further
complicates this experience by integrating non-human elements, such as architectural spaces,
animals, plants, and objects of industry into the journey. By repositioning Mrs. Dalloway within
a posthumanistic theater we begin to comprehend the caliber of Woolf’s aesthetic and
philosophical inquires, which continue to inform our understanding of the intersubjectivity in the
cyberage. Woolf’s vision of a gender fluid self-consciousness—an autonomous ‘I’ that is
populated by a heterogeneous ‘We’—takes shape as scheme for becoming rather than being in
the world.
To what end do these becoming-with experiences lead us? I find Woolf’s work provides a
philosophical scheme for intersubjective experience. I find that it also provides her readers with a
gender-fluid experience of becoming man-womanly, and becoming woman-manly. Chapter 4
examines three of Virginia Woolf’s literary works written between the years 1927 and 1929: To
The Lighthouse (1927), Orlando (1928), and her essay, A Room of One’s Own (1929). These
narratives are ‘sister texts;’ my analysis focuses on Orlando, but I highlight common threads
between Orlando, To the Lighthouse, and A Room of One’s Own and use them to tease out
Woolf’s underlying feminist thinking. Feminism is at the heart of Virginia Woolf’s literary work,
and over the course of her writing career the subject of gender became a kind of obsession.
Woolf experimented with her craft by developing an androgynous literary voice, as well as
drafting genderqueer characters and narratives. My research questions include: How does the
narrative of Orlando contribute to developing theories in sexuality, gender, and feminism in the
computer-driven Information Age? What do Woolf’s aesthetics and use of poetry in fiction
reveal to us about the nature of time, trauma, social ritual and taboos? What role does the female
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artist play in these three texts, and why does Woolf connect visual and literary art to perceptions
of power, agency, and legitimacy for women?
Chapter 4 is divided into three sections. The first section begins with a synopsis of
Orlando and it positions the story within the technological advancements of the early twentieth
century, which influenced Woolf’s work—especially her experiments with time. Woolf crafted
suspensions in narrative time to render moments and variations of becoming, episodes of trauma,
and to collage space and time into what we now may call a distinctly postmodern assemblage. To
support this claim I refer to Albert Einstein’s Theory of Special Relativity, and to the philosopher
Henri Bergson’s concept of duration (CE 32); both were contemporaries of Woolf, and may have
influenced her ideas about the passage of time in Orlando. I add to this argument that Woolf
crafted a ‘traumatic freezing’ of time by combining the lyric present with cinemagraphic
imaging. She used this craft strategy to render the “Great Frost” in Orlando (V. Woolf 33-34), in
which she froze only a portion of the narrative. She also slowed time down and rendered absence
as presence in the chapter, Time Passes, of To The Lighthouse. The latter strategy of storytelling
manipulates time, isolates human thoughts, and enables disembodied observations of a vacant
home, a strategy that also telegraphs the trauma of WWI (1914-1918). I assert that this
‘traumatic rendering’ of time also fragments self-consciousness and describes perceptions that
are psychologically linked with dissociation (Steele et al. 203-05). The corridor-like chapter,
Time Passes, allows for surprising collaborations and temporary assemblages that describe the
post-human condition.
To further address Woolf’s imagining of intersubjective consciousness in fiction, we
explore Woolf’s experimental use of the body as medium, and site of performance. I argue that
Orlando is a “Body without Organs,” in that he/she transgresses the conventional boundaries of
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being in the world and enacts instead a becoming-with philosophy (Deleuze and Guattari, ATP
149, 150). Orlando’s identity morphs over the course of three hundred years into various
enactments and traces of gesture, until Orlando sheds his/her solipsistic consciousness for a
shifting, populated ‘We.’ I also refer to Deleuze and Guattari’s becoming-woman philosophy for
guidance on Woolf’s gender-fluid and intersubjective performance of Orlando (ATP 277). Rosi
Braidotti’s thinking is useful here for unpacking Deleuze and Guattari’s becoming-woman
theory, and her feminist ideas on “new discursive structures” for a “new scheme [of]
consciousness” in continental philosophy is valuable in interpreting Woolf’s literary work
(Braidotti, PD 108-09, 114-15, 117, 146). I assert that during Orlando’s experience of becomingwoman, he/she must also find an exit strategy from being a woman; this creates a “line-offlight,” that “deterritorializes” and “reterritorializes” Orlando in a becoming-woman philosophy
(ATP 88, 277).
Woolf’s experiments with time in fiction created a distinctly postmodern assemblage.
When she, (the author/narrator) for example, penetrates the narrative of Orlando with her own
space and time of October 11, 1928 (Orlando’s publication date), the protagonist suffers a violent
shock to his/her perception of the present moment (connected to Woolf’s space and time). I posit
that Woolf and Orlando are then also connected to the present moment of the audience, and it
thereby continues to create new kinds of postmodern assemblages and becoming-with stories.
In the second section of Chapter 4, I returned to and further my argument that Woolf
integrates real people and experiences into her characters that these are intersubjective portraits
of the Bloomsberries. The previous chapter revealed Woolf’s characters are often hybrids of real
people, places, and times. They, thus offer important insight into her own experiences in life, the
members of the Bloomsbury Group, and their queer alliances within their posthumanistic theater.
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I observe in this section that the genre of fiction granted Woolf a necessary distance from her
subjects, one that was essential to her fictionalized rendering of her parents in To The
Lighthouse. She had the freedom and creative agency to bring forth memories, observations, and
thoughts that served her artistically and to push back the facts and real timelines that did not.
Further, the freedoms and deceptions of fiction allowed Woolf to approach her lover, Vita
Sackville-West, in print.
The character of Orlando informs our understanding of Virginia Woolf’s tempestuous
love affair with Vita Sackville-West (whom the novel is based on). I survey their relationship
with respect to the novel, and, as exemplary for how the queer sub-culture of the Bloomsberries
supported women’s sexual and intellectual actualization. I argue that Woolf’s achievements in
the arts were possible because of the Bloomsberries’ queer alliances and subculture which
created a safe place for alternative domestic arrangements, and, a space for women in the arts;
reciprocally, these women’s alliances protected their male group members’ homosexual
relationships. I assert that Vita’s friendship and love affair had significant impacts on Woolf’s
ideas about sexuality and gender performativity. Through the character Orlando, Woolf was able
to deploy controversial ideas on gender and sexuality; she dislodged both categories from the
social structures that create and enforce them by stretching the life of Orlando over the course of
300 years.
Both Sigmund Freud and Virginia Woolf visualize the development of consciousness as a
stratification of time and space. I compare Orlando to Freud’s Civilization and Its Discontents,
and see that there are similarities in their respective splitting of self-consciousness, and in their
reconsolidation of identity as an imperfect façade of events. Specifically, I compare Woolf’s
character make-up of Orlando, who lives approximately three hundred years in one body (a
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multitude of lives that must merge into a unified consciousness), to Freud’s example of Nero’s
Golden House (which remains where the Coliseum now stands) as a conceit for the ego (725-26).
The woman and the man of Orlando co-exist in time, through a shared space and shared memory,
like the ruins of Nero’s Golden House, which remains where the Coliseum now stands.
Analogous to Rome, which cannot have Nero’s Golden House and the Coliseum in the same
time and space, Orlando tries but cannot be male entirely, or completely female. Orlando
becomes floating signifier who participates in the performance of both genders but cannot
occupy both genders at the same time. For Woolf, there is no wholeness or unity of the self; all
moments of Orlando’s life cannot remain in the present, yet all contribute to the present collage
of Orlando’s self. This relates to Freud’s division of the self into the “id,” the “ego,” and the
“superego” (724, 769-71). Conversely, I assert that Orlando’s fragmentation of selfconsciousness does not culminate in a balanced Freudian ego; rather, Orlando’s experience is
post-human and his/her consciousness is intersubjective. He/she blends with a changing
environment, but also suffers from the alienation of a fragmented sex and gender, and is never
completely at home in his or her body or in any particular time period. Orlando’s identity
ruptures as the visible stratification of his/her self is reassembled as a shared space, refusing to
be limited to a unified ‘I,” or ego. In Orlando, Woolf creates a ‘We’ that autonomously operates
in, and activates the position of the ‘I,’ thus expressing modern concerns of autonomous subject,
and the postmodern concerns of discord and fragmentation of a unified self.
Last, section three of this chapter explores the challenges of a feminist ‘We,’ and
highlights different facets of Woolf’s becoming-with philosophy, as described by the roles of her
female and multi-sexed artists in fiction. I interrogate the social constructs that surround Woolf’s
female characters that are involved in the arts, and the problems that Woolf sets up for them in
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her stories. I consider three female characters: Lily Briscoe in To the Lighthouse; Orlando in
Orlando; and Judith in A Room of One’s Own. These novels are ‘sister-texts’ and intertextually
contribute to each other; women’s struggle for recognition in the visual and literary arts is a
uniting theme in all three of these works.
Woolf’s vision for feminism remains relevant because her approach to consciousness was
holistic; the identities of her characters evolve in relationship with one another, with the external
conditions of everyday life, with nature, with animals and insects, with urban spaces, and with
technologies. The potency of Woolf’s vision was not just in her attention to the problems and
challenges that confronted women; it was in her ability to reimagine the ‘self’ as permeable,
fragmented, and endlessly tangled in intersubjective discourses and temporary, multispecies
alliances.4
In this section, we first consider the internal dialogue of Lily Briscoe, the painter in To
The Lighthouse, who must overcome the stereotype of women’s ineptitude in the arts (an
internalized sexism that loops in her mind) in order to finish her painting (which then also ends
the novel). I juxtapose Mrs. Ramsey’s internal dialogue with Lily Briscoe’s observations and
ascertain some problems of “old feminism” that manifest in Mrs. Ramsey, while the newer ideas
and agendas of the mid-1920s movement I find revealed in Briscoe’s behaviors and choices. I
argue that the imbroglio of Mrs. Ramsey and Lily Briscoe’s feminisms explains Woolf’s hybrid
vision for women, and that the narrative ponders aspects of both movements.
Beyond the feminist debates of her time, I find that Lily’s artistic pursuits are a line of
flight that recuperates a ‘self’ that is permeable to its surroundings through the arts. In her
drafting of Lily Briscoe, Woolf reterritorializes women as artist in what Deleuze and Guattari
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describe as a becoming-woman philosophy (ATP 88, 277). Lily Briscoe invokes the agency to
finish her painting, and in doing so, she supersedes the internalized sexism that suppressed her.
Unlike Lily, who dramatically grasps her painterly “vision” (Lighthouse 310) and unlike
Orlando, who finishes his/her poem, The Oak Tree, which is then published (Orlando 249, 252),
the character Judith in A Room Of One’s Own is met with such obstacles and indifference to her
pursuit of being a playwright that she commits suicide (V. Woolf 48). These three examples of
women artist together inform a larger claim that Woolf made about sex, gender and the role of
the artist: “It is fatal to be a man or woman pure and simple; one must be woman-manly or manwomanly” (Room 104). We see this vision of becoming man-womanly take its most embodied
shape in Woolf’s fiction as the character Orlando.
In the final pages of this chapter I focus on Orlando, and examine Woolf’s novel using
the contemporary philosophical, gender and feminist theories of Judith Butler. Butler’s theory
that gender is a performative act, that copies social patterns is important here, and reciprocally,
that these patterns define and enforce perceptions of identity within social constructs (GT 198). I
assert that the story of Orlando is of consequence to our contemporary post-human condition in
the ways it re-imagines the self as a floating signifier, and that the experience of becomingOrlando reveals the heteronormative social constructs that both design and enforce gender
performance (Butler, GT 198). Rosi Braidotti’s thinking also philosophically underpins this
section; she reminds us of what is stake for the post-human condition, and urges us to “think
critically and creatively about who and what we are actually in the process of becoming”
(Posthuman 12). Woolf’s vision of a gender-fluid subject provided an empathetic space in fiction
for readers to approach sexual orientation and non-binary gender identities. She explored the
boundaries of gender and the performative acts that uphold the social signification of ‘woman’ or
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‘man,’ thereby creating a platform in the genre of fiction to challenge and disrupt these norms as
phantasmatic. In Orlando, To The Lighthouse, and in A Room of One’s Own we see the
posthumanistic theater of the Bloomsbury group manifest in art. Their subculture provided a safe
space to explore sexuality and intellectual freedoms. This fostered gender fluidity, feminism, and
creative ingenuity in describing alternative schemes for consciousness and selfhood, articulating
what we are becoming-with and how.
I conclude that the literary work of Virginia Woolf gifted to us a tremendous new scheme
for describing intersubjective consciousness in fiction. Her characters dwell in an understanding
of sexuality and gender that is distinctly postmodern, and they describe the post-human condition
of our porous and interconnected cyberage. Woolf’s novels captured the quotidian experiences
and circumstances that link internal dialogues and observations to natural environments and
machines in urban spaces. Her narratives describe our collective humanness as an abundant and
diverse assemblage of becoming-with stories, stories that offer non-human and multispecies
awareness that are integrated into an intersubjective consciousness. Woolf’s philosophical and
artistic pursuits were possible in the Bloomsbury Group’s posthumanistic theater because the
Bloomsberries had successfully changed perceptions of power, agency, and legitimacy via their
intellectual and creative performance of modernism. In changing global climate and amid the
realities and actualities of the Anthropocene, we would do well to make more art and thinking
that highlights our selves as porous, various, fluid, interdependent, and unfinished.
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CHAPTER 1
INTERSUBJECTIVITY AND IDENTITY AS PERFORMANCE
1.1: THE POSTHUMANISTIC THEATER OF THE BLOOMSBURY GROUP
Virginia Woolf and the Bloomsbury Group are celebrated as emblematic of the
achievements made in modernist theory, and as exemplifying the aesthetic concerns of modernist
art. Contemporary literature and scholarship continues to understand the problem of the
Bloomsberries in terms of modernist aesthetics and modern art emerging within Western
societies in the late nineteenth-century and early-twentieth century (approximately 1860 to
1970). This interpretation and analysis of the Bloomsberries’ creative endeavors, and social
activities, is often limited to the ideology of humanism during the late Enlightenment period, and
early Romanticism, and thereby stresses a self-consciousness, which is centered in the sovereign
individual. The problem of the sovereign individual is that it is an insular state of being and
limited to the first-hand experience and the mental processes of the individual. This isolates the
‘self’ from the ‘other(s)’ and from the world that exists in tandem (passed, and to come). In its
extreme form it is termed ontological solipsism, which questions the existence of anything
outside the individual’s mind (Vinci 861). This ideology impedes our understanding of the
Bloomsbury Group as a collective. Furthermore, by framing their creative work within the
aesthetics of modernism we are limited by the concepts that stress “unity out of discord” and the
autonomous work of art (Connor 288).
In her impressive biography on Virginia Woolf, Hermione Lee asks: “What connections
are there between conventions in behavior and conventions in art?” (258). Lee’s question
prompts us to consider the situation of the Bloomsberries, their meeting locations, the kind of
interactions they had, the social-economic conditions they were a part of and their rejection of
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societal norms of the late Victorian Era; what connection does this have with their art? What
happens when we throw light on the lives and works of the Bloomsbury Group from the
philosophical vantage point of the post-human? What will be revealed about their art and social
activities when we connect them to post-human behaviors? The Italian philosopher Rosi
Braidotti (b. 1954), postulates that posthumanism is a movement beyond solipsistic philosophy,
reaching beyond the human and embracing the non-human within the concept of life: “[R]adical
posthumanism as a position that transposes hybridity, nomadism, diasporas and creolization
processed into means of re-grounding claims to subjectivity, connections and community among
subjects of the human and the non-human kind” (Posthuman 50). Post-human experiences were
expressed in the social activities of the Bloomsbury Group; their relationships to people and
places were quite open and fluid. Current scholarship has only begun to consider the lives and
works of the Bloomsberries from an intertextual standpoint that charts the crosscurrents of
intersubjectivity.
One possible answer to the above questions is that modernist aesthetics conveniently
concealed content by laying emphasis on form, unity, autonomy, and attempting to understand
and express the “aesthetic experience in itself,” content that might compromise or reveal their
interpersonal agendas, as feminists, as homosexuals & bisexuals, as conscientious objectors, etc.
(Connor 288). For example, Virginia Woolf was able to move controversial subject matter
forward in fiction by blurring or obscuring content through prose (i.e. form). Another possible
answer is that Bloomsberries fully believed that their collective activities and creative works
aligned, furthermore contributed to, modern art and modernist aesthetics. However,
contemporary scholarship now has the advantage of looking back and recognizing how
revolutionary their collective activities and creative works were during the period of modernism.
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I will posit that both answers are viable: modernism was a natural fit for their purposes, yet the
Bloomsberries modernist endeavors in fact broke the mold (as it was being formed) and
exceeded into postmodernist concerns that “[stress] the hybridity of the work of art and its
complex relatedness to its context” (Connor 288).
Gilles Deleuze & Félix Guattari speak to this in their book, A Thousand Plateaus:
Capitalism and Schizophrenia, stating: “To be fully a part of the crowd and at the same time
completely outside it, removed from it: to be on the edge, to take a walk like Virginia Woolf
(never again will I say, ‘I am this, I am that’)” (29). Here Deleuze & Guattari have alluded to the
opening of Woolf’s novel, Mrs. Dalloway, in which the character Mrs. Dalloway has gone to
“buy the flowers herself” (3). Mrs. Dalloway’s internal dialogue begins to permeate the city that
surrounds her as she’s walking and her consciousness begins to both mix with her environment
and dissociate from it (29). Thereby the character, Mrs. Dalloway has crossed over into the realm
of the post-human, and Woolf’s novel breaks from modernism into something entirely different.
Perhaps more along the lines of what Deleuze & Guattari would describe as “[a] very good
schizo dream” (ATP 29). Professor Steven Conner asserts that: “Postmodernist aesthetic
proposes to go beyond what it perceives as the fictive and restrictive claims for unity, identity
and purity of the aesthetic object, and embraces the opposite principles of heterogeneity,
hybridity and impurity” (Conner 289). We need to revisit the situation of the Bloomsberries, and
the literary work of Virginia Woolf, from an intertextual vantage point grounded in
postmodernism in order to appreciate the Bloomsberries as a collective, and the sweep and depth
of their social rebellion in relation to their artistic innovations. My intention in this dissertation is
to offer a new interpretation of the Bloomsbury Group that is supported by contemporary
concerns in aesthetics and philosophy. Furthermore, my hope in refocusing their artwork and
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activities as a collective is that we may gain new insight into our contemporary situation of the
post-human, and to provide a vision for intersubjectivity in rapidly changing world.
In Chapter One I will establish how the lives and works of the Bloomsbury Group—
while arguably and self-proclaimed as modern artists and theoreticians—in effect collide,
overlap, and bump-up against postmodernism; this situation is what I define as a posthumanistic
theater. A theater is a performative space that is contingent on actors who are understood by an
audience to be playing roles, often costumed, which both obscure and expand the actors’
identities. For the Bloomsberries, posthumanism is the stage set for their theater, a world of
increasing interconnectedness, fragmentation and fluidity. While the Bloomsbury members
metaphorically wore guises of modernism in their professional lives and in their work, they
protected their private lives from a conservative, late Victorian era audience. The
posthumanistic theater of the Bloomsbury Group artistically and philosophically created an
empathetic area for new thinking, and worked within the late Victorian socioeconomic, gender,
and sexual constructs in order to change them.
First, I will apply Jean-François Lyotard’s claim that: “Modernity is constitutionally and
ceaselessly pregnant with its postmodernity” (Inhuman 25) to the activities of the Bloomsbury
Group. To support this claim, I will first refer to the social lives and non-traditional relationships
of the Bloomsbury Group that fostered a queer subculture and nurtured feminism. Second, I will
specifically examine the Bloomsberries’ parody, on the “man o’ war H.M.S. Dreadnought”, a
high-risk political hoax making fun of the British Royal Navy (1910). Third, I will examine a
selection of literary works by Virginia Woolf in relation to philosophical issues of
posthumanism. Virginia Woolf’s novel, The Waves, in particular, will serve as a guiding text for
the overarching argument of this dissertation, which is to reposition Woolf and the activities of
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the Bloomsbury Group within a posthumanistic theater. At the same time, we will discover that
Woolf’s literary work participates far beyond the realm of fiction and contributes to advancing
western philosophy and aesthetics, and, furthermore, contemporary queer and feminist theory.
The Bloomsbury Group was a collection of English friends and relations that spanned for
over two generations (approximately 1905-1956). Hermione Lee’s scholarship on the
Bloomsbury Group asserts that, “Bloomsbury persisted as an organism for over thirty or forty
years in the form of little overlapping groups, from the time of the Thursday Evenings and the
Friday Club, sprang up for the purposes of discussions or play-readings or exhibitions or
domestic entertainment” (259). This broad description of the Bloomsbury Group by Lee helps
delineate the timeline, social reach, and perhaps, the scope of their creative endeavors. Moreover,
Lee’s ambiguity in her description speaks to the uncertainty of what was Bloomsbury, which was
disputed amongst its own members, the public, and remains uncertain by scholars today
(Rosenbaum x). Lee claims that the label of the Bloomsbury Group has been so overly used that
its “almost unusable—and, to some, almost unbearable. Those who ‘belonged’ to it said that it
was a figment, or that it was too diverse to be categorisable, or that by the time it came to be
named it had ceased to exist” (258). For example, Bloomsbury member, Vanessa Bell (of the
Stephan family) states in her Notes on Bloomsbury that the Bloomsbury Group “ceased to exist
with the First World War—before the major works of Virginia Woolf, Lytton Strachey, and
Maynard Keynes had been written” (V. Bell, Bloomsbury 102). Additionally, Vanessa Bell, a
key member of the group, exasperatedly describes the inaccuracy of the memoirs and
biographies then emerging on the Bloomsbury Group. She wrote:
[A]t least let us try for accuracy of dates, places and persons . . . Do these things matter?
Perhaps not very much, but why get them all wrong? And when it comes to painting a
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picture with many of the figures in it such as never could have been there then I think it
does matter. A quite false atmosphere results and it might well be called by any name
other than Bloomsbury. (Bloomsbury 103)
Vanessa Bell’s ruminations on the culture of the Bloomsbury group are highly valued because
she and her siblings, plus a handful of Cambridge friends, were the original members
(Bloomsbury 102-05). Furthermore, the Stephan siblings Vanessa, Virginia, Julian (a.k.a. Thoby)
and Adrian remained key to vitality of the group though the various manifestations of what we
now consider to be the Bloomsbury Group. This dissertation takes the liberty of interweaving
four very different periods of the Bloomsberries’ activities, including: Old World Bloomsbury;
Edwardian Bloomsbury; Wartime Bloomsbury and Bloomsbury during the Thirties. This will
allow us pull on the diverse treads that held the group together and to come to a better
understanding what the group was made up of and why it was different from other salons and
gatherings during the late Victorian Era (Rosenbaum xi). Or, as Vanessa Bell put it: “[E]ach
view may throw light and make the subject alive. The two portraits of Chocquet by Cézanne and
Renoir give very different views of the same man. That only adds to one’s knowledge of the
original . . .” (Bloomsbury 103). For the purposes of this chapter, we will then focus on the
members of the Old World Bloomsbury (Old Bloomsbury).
Leonard Woolf listed the following 13 individuals as being core to Old Bloomsbury, but
not always at the same time, nor equally involved (Rosenbaum xi): the artist Vanessa Bell (18701961, sister to Virginia Woolf) and the critic Clive Bell (1881-1964); the novelist E.M. Forster
(1879-1970); the artist & critic Roger Fry (1866-1934); the artist Duncan Grant (1885-1978); the
economist John Maynard Keynes (1883-1946); the literary journalist & critic Desmond
MacCarthy (1877-1952) and the writer Mary MacCarthy (1882-1953, a.k.a. Molly); the author &
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psychoanalyst Adrian Stephen (1883-1948, brother to Virginia Woolf); the biographer & essayist
Lytton Strachey (1880-1932); the British civil servant Saxon Sydney-Turner (1880-1962); the
political writer, publisher, & autobiographer Leonard Woolf (1880-1969, husband of Virginia
Woolf); the novelist Virginia Woolf (1882-1941). I will also include Julian Thoby Stephen
(1880-1906, brother to Virginia, Vanessa and Adrian Stephen) who initiated the Thursday
Evenings gatherings, to consider what seeded the group as a collective and why their social
activities became revolutionary.
When we consider the conditions and the environment of the Bloomsberries’ Thursday
Evenings, and the cultural innovations it allowed for, it’s important to note the location of their
first meetings at 46 Gordon Square, in London. This residence was a carefully calculated move
by the Stephen siblings after the death of their farther (adding to the series of deaths that claimed
their mother Julian, and their half-sister Stella). Their move to 46 Gordon square separated the
three families that had previously come to live together at 22 Hyde Park Gate (V. Woolf,
Bloomsbury 42,43). The fact that the four Stephan siblings had taken a house in this middle-class
district was already a statement of social resistance to the strict cultural norms of their times.
Vanessa Bell explains in her notes “We knew no one living in Bloomsbury then and that I think
was one of its attractions” (V. Bell, Bloomsbury 104). This district was perceived by many of
their class as being socially beneath them, it was unfashionable and undesirable, and their elders
and contemporaries for their choice of location criticized them; the social disdain shadowed a
long tradition in which domestic environments played a critical role in constructing social status
(Silver 198). Thus, one’s location, or personal geography, was linked to individual identity; their
new location provocatively became the namesake of the Bloomsbury Group. The English social
establishment had secured bloodlines for generations upon generations, and to deviate from a

31
privileged social standing was of serious concern in late Victorian era. While they were not
extremely wealthy, the Stephan siblings were descendants of Sir Leslie Stephan; born into a
familial line of British intellectual aristocracy (204). Leonard Woolf described Sir Leslie Stephan
as “a literary man of the first water – a Victorian of the Victorians.”5 (Bloomsbury 238).
Professor Brenda Silver’s essay titled, Intellectual Crossings and Reception, expands on the
thinking of the historian and British military intelligence officer, Noel Annan (1916-2000),
whose work correlates bloodline, poetry, and literature. Silver explains “the aristocracy that
[Leslie] Stephen was born into had its origins in the intellectual ascendancy achieved by a
number of families at the end of the eighteenth century and passed on to their children” (Silver
204). The bloodline Silver speaks of carried on through the intermarrying of families that shared
an elite inner circle of “intellectual distinction” (205). Furthermore, Silver argues that “The
Stephens . . . the Stracheys . . . E. M. Forster, J. M. Keynes, Duncan Grant, Roger Fry, Clive Bell
all have genealogies that qualify them for inclusion [in the lineage of the intellectual
aristocracy]” (204). The Old Bloomsbury Group’s core members were a part of the intellectual
crème de la crème, their social roles were designed by their predecessors to maintain the rigid
Victorian norms of the English upper middle class; a culture that aimed to exceed itself in status,
primarily through marriage and procreation. Professor Morag Shiach states in her essay,
Domestic Bloomsbury: “One crucial innovation of the Bloomsbury Group, we might conclude,
was to resist this alienation between humanity and its dwelling in favor of an attempted
integration of domestic, economic, and cultural life” (68). The Bloomsberries had gone rogue:
their art, writing, social activities and interpersonal relationships were viewed as a dissent of this
complicated cultural construct and the power dynamics of their times. In the wake of their new
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beginnings, their endeavors were mocked. Virginia Woolf describes her early meditations on
their family’s move:
When one sees it today, 46 Gordon Square is not the most romantic of the Bloomsbury
squares. It has neither the distinction of Fitzroy Square nor the majesty of Mecklenburgh
Square. It is prosperous, middle class and thoroughly mid-Victorian. But I can assure you
that in October 1904 it was the most beautiful, the most exciting, the most romantic place
in the world. (Bloomsbury 44)
46 Gordon Square offered a fresh start for the Stephan family to reinvent themselves and to
challenge cultural norms6 (V. Woolf, Bloomsbury 45). During the summer of 1905, when Julian
Thoby Stephen was studying for the bar at Cambridge, he took to visiting their family home (46
Gordon Square) once a week, and he would bring his colleagues and friends with him (V. Bell,
Bloomsbury 105). The Bloomsberries met regularly after dinner, often from the hours of 9 or 10
pm to 3 am—and always at a member’s home or studio (Shiach 61). Their lively conversation
was typically held over a modest reception of cocoa, biscuits and sometimes whiskey (V. Bell,
Bloomsbury 105). Virginia Woolf described their Thursday Evenings as the germ of the
Bloomsbury Group7 (Bloomsbury 46). Artist Duncan Grant wrote his impressions of Vanessa &
Virginia’s voices in these early conversations8 of the Bloomsbury Group:
The impression generally given must have been that these two young women were
absorbing the ideas of their new Cambridge friends. And of course this was true up to a
point. Saxon Sydney-Turner, Clive Bell, Lytton Strachey, Maynard Keynes, were willing
to discuss anything and everything with them or before them. It was a gain all around.
What the Cambridge of that time needed was a little feminine society. It was little arid,
and if it took almost everything seriously it had mostly left the Arts out of account. It
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took some things religiously. ‘This is my Bible’ was said by one, point to the Principia
Ethica, by G. Moore. This eminent philosopher was certainly the overwhelming influence
on these young men. Conversations on the ‘Good’ and the value of certain states of mind
were a frequent subject of discussion; and these Apostolic young men found to their
amazement that they could be shocked by the boldness and skepticism of two young
women. (Grant 100-01).
This was setting of the stage for what would become Old World Bloomsbury, which I will later
argue is post-human. While other Bloomsburian meet-ups and group activities had a rich mixture
of amusement, innovation, and creativity (such as costumed excursions, play-readings and
theatrics, exhibitions, or critiques of art and literature), it was the Thursday Evenings that
cultivated the group’s philosophical and aesthetic discussions. The initial Thursday evenings
were not always successful and were pitted with awkward silences, and heated dialogues
between small groups, or pairs, broken off from the gathering (Spalding 50). Thoby Stephen and
Clive Bell were instrumental in smoothing out these uncomfortable moments with their natural
talent for hosting9, offering provocative topics of conversation laced with geniality (50).
Spalding remarks on the key role that Clive Bell played in unifying the group in the early days
by the following passage:
If Clive Bell was an essential ingredient in the success of the Stephens’ Thursday
evenings, he was less discerning then Lytton Strachey, Leonard Woolf or Saxon SydneyTurner. Like them, he had been a member of the ‘Midnight’ play-readings society at
Cambridge, but he had never been in invited (as they were) into the more elect, secret
conversazione society known as the Apostles. Yet from Thoby’s letters to him, we can
judge that he must have been a stimulating talker on art. He provoked Thoby to uphold
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the Greeks against the paintings in the Louvre, to discuss his visits to the National
Gallery, the Academy and the Furlington Fine Arts Club. (Spalding 51)
Their gatherings, popularly referred to as at homes in Britain, were mixture of core Bloomsbury
members, a wide range of guests at various times, and the token appearance of friends and family
relations. In Vanessa Bell’s, Notes on Bloomsbury, she stated, “A few old family friends or the
younger ones of our generation sometimes looked in, even our half-brothers the Duckworths
occasionally honored us. But they did not altogether approve of our way of life . . .” (Bloomsbury
105) As their gatherings began take shape and unify as a collective, its regular members’
reputations came under scrutiny of high society; gossip and rumors surrounded their activities
and meetings (Spalding 50). Vanessa Bell recalls the early partakers of Thursday Evenings and
describes the situation as unusual:
Plenty of odd creatures came too who would I suppose hardly be called ‘Bloomsbury’
who would in fact have been horrified by the idea of such a thing

. . . There was

nothing at all unusual about it perhaps, except that for some reason we seemed to be a
company of the young, all free, all beginning life in a new surroundings, without elders to
whom we had to account in any way for our doings or behavior, and this was not then
common in a mixed company of our class: for classes still existed” (Bloomsbury 105).
The location of 46 Gordon Square provided the emerging group the space and freedom to
redesign their identities and their interpersonal relationships while functioning within the
dominating social structures of their times. Their Thursday Evenings fostered an intellectual
atmosphere that pushed the limits of class structures and encouraged the participation of both
sexes.
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Recounting the early days of Bloomsbury, Virginia Woolf writes: “They [the young men]
criticized our arguments as severely as their own. They never seemed to notice how we were
dressed or if we were nice looking or not” (Bloomsbury 50). While Vanessa Bell recalled, “The
young men were perhaps not clear enough in their own heads to mind trying to get clearer by
discussion with young women who might possibly see things from a different angle”
(Bloomsbury 106). This was a liberating experience for both Virginia and Vanessa Stephen,
whom had both suffered, rather than blossomed under the social customs and strict rules of
‘coming out’ in the late Victorian Era10; these rules and customs imposed on them were upheld
by their half-brother George Duckworth (Spalding 27). In her memoir, Old Bloomsbury11, Woolf
describes these initial discussions during the early years of the group (1904-1914). She renders
the mood of the room, and a conversation between Sydney-Turner, Bell, Strachey and three of
the Stephen siblings (Virginia, Vanessa and Thoby), with the following passage:
It seemed as if the standard of what was worth saying had risen so high that it was better
not to break it unworthily. We sat and looked at the ground. Then at last Vanessa, having
said perhaps that she has been to some picture show, incautiously used the word ‘beauty.’
At that, one of the young men would lift his head slowly and say, ‘It depends what you
mean by beauty.’ At once all our ears were pricked. It was as if the bull had at last been
turned into the ring. The bull might be ‘beauty’, might be ‘good’, might be ‘reality.’
Whatever it was, it was some abstract question that now drew out all our forces.” (V.
Woolf, Bloomsbury 49)
The Bloomsberries exemplified a radical change in social norms for both men and women,
change which was especially controversial for women in the late Victorian Era Britain.
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German philosopher and media theorist, Friedrich Kittler, argues in his work,
Gramophone, Film, Typewriter, that: “[S]exual innovation followed technological innovation
almost immediately” (193). This was absolutely the case for the Bloomsbury Group, which was
famous for its unconventional relationships and promiscuity. Advancements in technology
challenged tired customs of the Old World that were oppressive to women. Motorcars and buses
gave women more freedom to move independently and the telephone was rapidly replacing the
calling card, reshaping communication and reducing the isolation of women in their homes
(Spalding 27). Furthermore, the social, political, and religious fissure that opened during the
nineteenth century was deepened and widened by the rapid advancement of technologies during
the Industrial Era.12 Professor Morag Shiach posits in her essay, Domestic Bloomsbury, that:
The advent of electricity within the domestic environment not only allowed new
arrangements for heating water, but perhaps more importantly it transformed the quality
of light within the home. In terms of sustaining the kinds of intellectual and artistic work
members of the Bloomsbury group aspired to, and enabling the kinds of nocturnal
sociability they craved, affordable and reliable lighting was key. (63)
The Bloomsberries were both products and creators of their era. Technological advancements of
the industrial revolution, such as electric lights and telephones in the home, extended the
Bloomsberries’ collective thinking and interconnectedness.
In addition to Thursday Evenings there was the Friday Club, and still thereafter, there
was the Memoir Club (1920-1956). These household and studio gatherings crystalized into what
we know as the Bloomsbury Group: an intensely prolific collective of friends and relations who
created literary and visual artworks, interior decorations, a publishing house (Hogarth Press), a
design-workshop (The Omega Workshops), and publications, plays, exhibitions, and political
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hoaxes. The Bloomsbury Group members changed over the years with new friendships, the
natural course of death and birth, and from the political and social situations of war.13 The
Bloomsberries straddled politically volatile times of an interwar period; English social
instabilities were intensified by the atrocities of World War I (1914-1918), a new age of
atmospheric warfare, which destabilized millions of people mentally and physically (Sloterdijk
18). Bloomsbury Group members wrote anti-war political pamphlets and most of their friends
preformed alternative service to duty, finding the war “disgusting and unnecessary” (Lee 340).
Some members were pacifists and involved in opposition movements, like Lytton Strachey.
Others members were conscientious objectors, like Duncan Grant (and his boyfriend, David
Garnett), and some members worked from within the political system to change it, like Leonard
Woolf (Lee 336-44). Lee’s biography on Virginia Woolf points to significance of war on
Woolf’s literary work:
The First World War was a catastrophic break, and as the event, which shaped the
twentieth century, overshadows Virginia Woolf’s work. In her novels there is often a
violent moment of destruction or obliteration. All the lights go out, there is a roaring
blackness and a sense of “complete annihilation.” Her own apprehension of and attraction
to death creates the private psychodrama behind these frightening patterns. But personal
feelings are translated into history. Her books are full of images of war: armies, battles,
guns, bombs, air-raids, battleships, shell-shock victims, war reports, photographs of warvictims, voices of dictators. (Lee 336)
This is more than casual observation by Hermione Lee; Virginia Woolf is hardly known for her
action-packed plots or for her writing on war. Her novels largely take place in her characters'
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heads, in what they are feeling or thinking on a routine day. Yet what Lee says is correct,
meaning Woolf renders the trauma of war in a more personal, internal, and intersubjective way.
While war may have shaped the beginning of the twentieth century, as Lee rightfully
described, so did science, technology and new philosophies. The Bloomsberries lived during the
inception of industrial societies; these new urban environs marked a new age of modernism
(approximately 1860 to 1970). They experienced an epoch of unprecedented speed; modern
machines such as the internal combustion engine outpaced the old ways of life, especially the
Old World ways of life in Europe (Harrison and Wood 128). The Victorian bourgeoisie’s
cultural milieu splintered under the forces of humanism, capitalism, science and the arrival of
psychoanalysis: Karl Marx and Friedrich Engles published their revolutionary political pamphlet,
The Communist Manifesto (1848), exhorting the working classes to abolish private property and
the state, and to overthrow capitalism and the control of the bourgeois; Charles Darwin published
his famous work On the Origin of Species (1859), launching his argument on evolution;
Friedrich Nietzsche published The Genealogy of Morality (1887) which challenged the
institution of the church, and its power over people; Sigmund Freud, the father of
psychoanalysis, emerged as the preeminent contributor to modern theories of the mind and
subsequent human behavior, culminating in his highly influential work, The Interpretation of
Dreams (1900)14. The psychoanalytic, philosophical, social-economic and advancements made
in the nineteenth century revolutionized and deeply shook the artists and thinkers of modernism.
It gave way to a less rigid social class structure, for which the Bloomsberries were at the
forefront, with their mixed class gatherings; modern art and modernist aesthetics simultaneously
worked to both express these changes and to help define the times.
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Bloomsbury Group member, Roger Fry, played an important role in British art circles; in
addition to being an artist and art critic, he lectured on Flemish, Italian, and French art and was
instrumental in educating the British public on the avant-garde of modern art and aesthetics (V.
Woolf, Bloomsbury 158). His taste and opinion in the arts were highly influential, especially to
members of the Bloomsbury Group. Virginia Woolf recalls in her essay, Old Bloomsbury, her
first introduction to Roger Fry and Fry’s spectacular entrance into the group:
It must have been in 1910 I suppose that Clive one evening rushed upstairs in a state of
the highest excitement. He had just had one of the most interesting conversations of his
life. It was with Roger Fry. They had been discussing the theory of art for hours. He
thought Roger Fry the most interesting person he met since Cambridge days. So Roger
appeared. He appeared, I seem to think, in a large ulster coat, every pocket of which was
stuffed with a book, a paint box or something intriguing; special tips which he had bought
from a little man in a black street; he had canvases under his arms; his hair flew; his eyes
glowed. He had more knowledge and experience than the rest of us put together. His
mind seemed hooked on to life by an extraordinary number of attachments. (V. Woolf,
Bloomsbury 55)
Roger Fry quickly found a place in the heart of the Bloomsbury Group, whose members latched
on to his vision of—and participation in—the rapidly changing world of modern art. Fry
organized and assembled the first Post-Impressionist Exhibition at the Grafton Galleries in
London (1910), which caused uproar and a sensation amongst the gallery goers (MacCarthy 74).
This exhibit introduced the British public to the works of Cézanne, Picasso, Matisse, Van Gogh,
Seurat, and Gauguin; and gave name to the art movement, coined by Fry, as post-impressionism
(76). The exhibition was met with an abundance of bad press, which, among other things, called
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it “pure-pornography” (77). While this exhibit was damaging for Fry’s immediate career as an
art critic, it was a financial success for the gallery and it inspired lectures about the new
movement in art (78). Today, the artists featured at Fry's exhibition are celebrated for creating a
new form of art that was equitable in rank to that of the classical tradition in the arts (Harrison
and Wood 127). The Bloomsberries’ firsthand exposure to these works of art, and to the artists
leading the avant-garde movement, directly impacted the group’s activities and social behaviors;
concurrently, their own creative endeavors equally contributed to defining the art of their times.
Thus the Bloomsberries were in a positive feedback loop with modern art, a self-feeding system
of cause and effect that increased exponentially and chaotically—an amplified roar of
modernism.
Conversely, if we return to Hermione Lee’s question15 and now consider the connections
between the Bloomsberries’ behaviors and the conventions in modern art and modernist
aesthetics, their social interactions have an air of theater and a sense of abandon. Their social
performativity breaks them from modernist aesthetics: “characteristic of postmodernist art and
aesthetic theory [is] a deliberate tolerance and incitement of ‘theatricality’ . . . Where a modernist
aesthetics would stress the instance of art, we may say, a postmodernist aesthetics stresses its
circumstance” (Connor 289). In embracing the “aesthetic experience in itself,” they exceed the
modernist instance in their theatricality of art (288). Paradoxically, in seeking unity of form,
universals, and the “autonomous work of art,” the Bloomsberries subverted cultural norms, via
their own subculture, creating a social hybridity that was strengthened by their interdisciplinary
artistic collaborations (288).
To help us throw a postmodernist light on both the private and public lives of the
Bloomsbury Group and how this connects to their artistic work and social endeavors, we will
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consider a theoretical position by the French philosopher, Jean-François Lyotard (1924-1998). In
his book, The Inhuman, he put: “Modernity is constitutionally and ceaselessly pregnant with its
postmodernity” (25). Lyotard’s theory is pointing to the impetus of modernism to exceed itself in
its own temporal nature and its relation to the withdrawing passage of time (25). If we apply the
latent expectancy of Lyotard’s modernism to the Bloomsbury Group it will help us examine the
social and political performativity from the vantage point of postmodernism. Virginia Woolf
reflects on a performance Bloomsberries they gave at a party:
The Post-Impressionist movement has cast – not its shadow – but its bunch of variegated
lights upon us. We bought poinsettias made of scarlet plush; we made dresses of the
printed cotton that is specially loved by negroes; we dressed ourselves up as Gauguin
pictures and careered round Crosby Hall. Mrs. White-head was scandalized. She said that
Vanessa and I were practically naked. (Bloomsbury 58)
It was performances like these that signaled the changing of the old English guard and the
reshaping of cultural conditions in Britain at the beginning of the twentieth century. This
uncommon performance of Gauguin’s modernist artworks created a scandal, and polite Victorian
society lashed out at the Bloomsberries. Virginia and Vanessa were called “heartless,”
“immoral,” and “abandoned women” (Bloomsbury 59). The male Bloomsbury members were
called “the most worthless of young men” (Bloomsbury 59). The Bloomsberries’ refusal of
Victorian etiquette and the conceits of the British aristocracy outraged the majority of their
contemporaries, but the stakes were much riskier than what the British public understood. The
Bloomsberries’ performativity reflected a much deeper form of social rebellion: the group’s
theatricality, which manifested in the form of play, parody, or costumed excursions for the
Bloomsberries, we will call their modernist disguise. Yet these types of spectacles helped
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conceal a more serious revolt. Their personal affairs, open marriages, and their complex, interdependent relationships remain shocking today, and were vigilantly disguised during their own
times. Their public performativity sustained their more private subculture of alternative lifestyles
and reinforced the heterogeneity and social hybridity of their group. Furthermore, their creative
and intellectual collaborations helped foster a queer subculture and an empathetic space for each
other during a time when homosexuality and non-traditional relationships were prosecutable and
highly stigmatized (Reed 71). The performativity of their group bumps up against and intersects
with postmodernism16.
Professor Christopher Reed considers the ramifications of the group’s homosexuality in
his essay, Bloomsbury as Queer Subculture: “[A]cknowledgment of sexual attraction between
men could not be ‘open.’ On the contrary, such acknowledgment marked a stage of intimacy that
was carefully controlled, hugely significant, and crucial to Bloomsbury’s sense of itself as a
group” (72). British parlance termed an openly homosexual man or woman, “a bugger” (Mullin
22); Virginia Woolf is famously quoted to have claimed: “The society of buggers has many
advantages if you are a woman” (Reed 71). I posit that the subculture of buggery internally
allowed the women of the Bloomsbury group to express equal sexual and intellectual
propensities in daily life as their male counterparts. At a time when women’s suffrage was hotly
debated, the Bloomsbury lifestyle was a bold act of feminism. American postmodernist
philosopher Judith Butler describes the emergence of women's agency and its location in the
variation of repetition as being a viable act within the signification process of cultural constructs.
In her book, Gender Trouble, Butler argues to this end:
The critical task of feminism is not to establish a point of view outside of constructed
identities . . . rather . . . to locate strategies of subversive repetition enabled by those
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constructions, to affirm the local possibilities of intervention through participating in
precisely those practices of repetition that constitute identity and, therefore, present the
immanent possibility of contesting them. (GT 201)
Both the men and women of the Bloomsbury group cultivated and expressed Butler’s concept of
agency by participating in non-traditional relationships and family practices while maintaining
their social status and function within Victorian cultural constructs. The ethos that the group
created, and its queer subculture are key examples of their postmodern lifestyle, guised as an
expression of the modernist condition. Furthermore, Reed points to the important lifestyle
choices that some of the female members made in this coterie: “Vanessa Bell, Dora Carrington,
and Lydia Lopokova all rejected men who desired them sexually when they chose men who
desired men” (78). Domestically, Vanessa was the most revolutionary of the group, having a
lifelong relationship with the bisexual Duncan Grant while she maintained a marriage and family
with Clive Bell17. Furthermore, Grant was the biological father of Angelica Bell, who was raised
by Clive Bell. All parties, including Grant’s friend and lover, David Garnett, shared a farmhouse
in Sussex during the interwar period (Reed 77). Clive Bell also had lovers and liaisons, including
Lytton Strachey’s cousin, Mary Hutchinson, who was affiliated with the Bloomsbury group. All
were able to share a home together during holidays and visits, though it was mixed with a
confusion of polyamorous relationships, often with sore feelings attached, but by and large
functional and accepted by those within the group. British art historian and writer, Frances
Spalding, reflects on this situation in her biography, Vanessa Bell: Portrait of the Bloomsbury
Artist: “Few women in any age have managed their loyalties so diplomatically, keeping husband
[Clive Bell], ex-lover [Roger Fry], and lover [Duncan Grant] all within her orbit and all
reconciled to each other” (xix). Thus the queer subculture of buggery that the Bloomsberries
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nurtured was carefully fashioned via a patchwork of distinctly postmodern social alliances,
friendships, domestic partnerships and marriages. Leonard Woolf, describes the atmosphere well
in his memoir Sowing: An Autobiography of the Years 1880-1904:
We found ourselves living in the springtime of a conscious revolt against the social,
political, religious, moral, intellectual and artistic institutions, beliefs and standards of our
fathers and grandfathers. The battle, which was against what for short one may call
Victorianism, had not yet been won, and what was so exciting was our feeling that we
were part of the revolution, that victory or defeat depended to some extent on what we
said or wrote. We were out to construct something new; we were in the van of the
builders of a new society. (Mullin 19)
The external theatricality of the Bloomsbury Group also manifested as a political and artistic
statement; for example, the famous “Dreadnought Hoax,” of 1910 made the newspapers and
scandalized the Victorian public at large by making a mockery of the British Royal Navy.
Bloomsburian Adrian Stephen, and his college friends Horace Cole, Anthony Buston and Guy
Ridley, hatched the idea of visiting the Royal Navy’s new flagship, the Dreadnought, by
disguising themselves as the Emperor of Abyssinia and his royal entourage (Stephen 6-7).
Bringing Virginia Stephen and Duncan Grant into the ploy, they secured a visit by telegram. The
Bloomsbury Group members and friends earnestly disguised themselves as foreign dignitaries
from the East, an interpreter and suite (7). Adrian Stephen devised a foreign sounding language
based on Swalhili, Latin, Greek and gibberish—with a deep German accent (Stephen 11-12).
This nonsense language was spoken by the disguised "dignitaries" then translated by Adrian into
English. The naval officers were successfully convinced by it; the actors were allowed to tour the
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prized “Man O’ War H.M.S. Dreadnought” (Gerzina 122). In the following passage, Adrian
Stephan recalls experience of arriving:
By the time we reached the Dreadnought the expedition has become for me at any rate
almost an affair of every day. It was hardly a question any longer of a hoax. We were
almost acting the truth. Everyone was expecting us to act as the Emperor and his suite,
and it would have been extremely difficult not to. (Stephen 8)
The risk of this lampooning was quite serious, especially a woman—like the young Virginia
Stephen—who colored her skin, while donning Eastern robes, a turban and large beard for the
event (Mullin 22); indeed, Virginia thereafter was openly criticized as being “a common woman
of the town” by their class (Stephen 14). Furthermore, in Adrian Stephen’s accounts of the
events following the group’s political stunt, he notes that both Cole and Grant were beat with
canes on separate occasions by naval officers to “avenge the honor of the Navy” (14-15). This
performance, in addition to the first post-impressionist exhibition curated by Roger Fry, made
the Bloomsbury Group very well-known in 1910 (Rosenbaum 6). Inherently, fame magnified the
attention and scrutiny of the British public, which intensified the Bloomsberries' vision of
themselves as revolutionaries. The Dreadnought Hoax is evidence of the Bloomsberries’
repudiation of the Victorian power dynamics that controlled their social and political realities.
Other serious political engagements included Bloomsbury members as conscientious objectors to
military service, and literary satires and critiques of the British Empire, such as the biographical
work, Eminent Victorians by Lytton Strachey.
Arguably, the Bloomsbury Group may have fully believed that their collective activities
and creative works aligned, furthermore contributed to, modern art and modernist aesthetics.
Conversely, contemporary scholarship now confirms just how revolutionary their collective
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activities and creative works were, their vision for modernism traversing far beyond what we
have come to understand as the boundaries of modernism and into the territory of
postmodernism, which continues to be redefined and contested amongst artists, critics,
intellectuals, and social scientists of the twenty-first century. Italian philosopher Giorgio
Agamben (b. 1942) offers poetic insight into the situation of the Bloomsberries, as
contemporaries of our own times, in his work, What is an Apparatus?:
The contemporary is he who firmly holds his gaze on his own time so as to perceive not
its light, but rather its darkness. All eras, for those who experience contemporariness, are
obscure. The contemporary is precisely the person who knows how to see this obscurity,
who is able to write by dipping his pen in the obscurity of the present. (Agamben 44)
The Bloomsberries were able to reach into the roar of modernism. The literary work of Virginia
Woolf is of paramount importance; I posit that she was able her reach even farther into
Agamben’s notion of the present, into its contemporary obscurity. Her literary work captures
what’s at stake for intersubjectivity during modernism and thereby trespasses into a new territory
of ‘other(ness)’. Her work illuminates the fissure that opened during postmodernism. Woolf
addresses the testimony of the body’s temporal passage, the impermanence of life, and our
dependence on chance, and proximity.

1.2 THE WAVES AS A KEYHOLE TO THE BLOOMSBERRIES
Woolf offers us glimpses of the possibilities in Agamben’s notion of obscurity in her
novel, The Waves. The following passage is the internal dialogue of her character Bernard; the
moment captures his mental effort to curb his own unraveling and to reposition himself within
the intersubjectivity of the other characters:
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I wish then after this somnolence to sparkle, many-faceted under the light of my friends’
faces. I have been traversing the sunless territory of non-identity. A strange land. I have
heard in my moment of appeasement, in my moment of obliterating satisfaction, the sigh,
as it goes in, comes out, of the tide that draws beyond this circle of bright light, this
drumming of insensate fury. I have had one moment of enormous peace. This is perhaps
happiness. Now I am drawn back by pricking sensations; by curiosity, greed (I am
hungry) and the irresistible desire to be myself. I think of people to whom I could say
things; Louis; Neville; Susan; Jinny and Rhoda. With them I am many sided. They
retrieve me from darkness. We shall meet tonight, thank Heaven. Thank Heaven, I need
not to be alone. (V. Woolf, Waves 84)
Woolf’s description of traversing the sunless territory of non-identity is post-human, it decenters
identity from the self and repositions it within intersubjectivity (Waves 44). Her literary work
bears witness to, participates in, celebrates and mourns the fragmentation of the self in a shared
world. The rippling effects of modernity were far-reaching, and touched every realm of daily
life; it was “both a social and an inner experience” (Harrison and Wood 128). These daily
experiences were of eminent importance in the creative work of Virginia Woolf, who reflected
on the nuances of domestic life, a subject that was overlooked during her times as being
inconsequential18. The holistic impact of those new social and cultural conditions reshaped the
perception of both the individual and the collective British community; Virginia Woolf was at
the frontlines, describing her perception of the changing world and our enduring need to relate to
one another. Agamben further describes the courage and vision requited to be a true
contemporary:
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To perceive, in the darkness of the present, this light that strives to reach us by cannot—
this is what it means to be contemporary. As such, contemporaries are rare. And for this
reason, to be contemporary is, first and foremost, a question of courage, because it means
being able not only to firmly fix your gaze on the darkness of the epoch, but also to
perceive in this darkness a light that, while directed toward us, infinitely distances itself
from us. In other words, it is like being on time for an appointment that one cannot but
miss. (Agamben 46)
The craft and aesthetics of Virginia Woolf’s fiction captured the relentless, passing moment
during the cultural sensation of modernism. In To The Lighthouse, Woolf’s protagonist, Lily
Biscoe, articulates and refutes this feeling of times slippage, when exclaiming: “Life stand still,
here” (240). Woolf aesthetically provides a vision for intersubjectivity from which we are able to
explore our contemporary state of being in a rapidly changing world. In repositioning Woolf’s
work, and the Bloomsberries' creative activities, within postmodernism, we will potentially gain
new insight into our contemporary situation of the post-human, living in our digital age of hypercommunications.
The post-human is any combination of human and non-human forms (e.g. such as hearing
aids, pacemakers, dentures, joint replacements, etc.) and other technologies that assist or
enhance, say, for combat purposes, the physiology of the human body and/or mental processes.
The twenty-first century smartphone is an example of a post-human operating system that is used
for a vast number of daily human functions, including visual/audio communication, global
positioning, tracking biological functions, counting footsteps, monetary exchange, setting
goals—and, of course, entertainment. Be its use for social, political, artistic, spiritual, academic
or professional purposes, the smartphone has become an extension of the contemporary human
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mind and body. Philosopher Rosi Braidotti, describes post-human critical and cultural theory as
being diverse and multifaceted: “The debates in mainstream culture range from hard-nosed
business discussions of robotics, prosthetic technologies, neuroscience, and bio-genetic capital to
fuzzier new age visions of trans-humanism and techno-transcendence” (Posthuman 2). I define
my use of the term posthumanism as a state of being that is beyond human, or as a mode of
becoming for an individual or entity as a shared experience which moves in multiplicity and can
manifest in endless combinations of organism, machine, animal, human/non-human or psychic
space.
For the Bloomsberries, posthumanism is the stage set for their theater, a world of
increasing interconnectedness, fragmentation and fluidity. The Bloomsberries posthumanistic
theater19 artistically and philosophically functioned as an empathetic area for play and sexual
innovation. The Bloomsbury members, its modernist actors, performed within the late Victorian
socioeconomic, gender, and sexual constructs in order to change them; and to protect the private
lives of their group. In Woolf’s literary works, To the Lighthouse, The Waves, and Kew Gardens,
she crafts connections between human consciousness and objects, spaces and other non-human
forms both organic and man-made, she describes a post-human experience. Woolf's fiction
speaks to Braidotti’s concept of the post-human: “a position that transposes hybridity, nomadism,
diasporas and creolization processed into means of re-grounding claims to subjectivity,
connections and community among subjects of the human and the non-human kind” (Posthuman
50). Woolf’s characters in The Waves align with Braidotti’s concept of the post-human.
The key text of this dissertation is Woolf’s novel, The Waves, which offers us a
posthumanist experience of permeable, multifaceted, spatial, and interconnected selves.
Professor Julia Briggs claims in her essay, The Novels of the 1930s Impact of History, that The

50
Waves “substituted soliloquy, the interior voice of drama, for dialogue. The effect of setting the
voices against a nature emptied of human presence was to isolate and simplify them” (CCVW
74). In contrast, I will argue that Woolf’s use of soliloquy emphasizes the intersubjectivity of her
characters, each unfolding within the consciousness of the ‘other(s)’, and, furthermore, that the
soliloquies are heightened by juxtaposing non-human interludes to decenter the human. In a
recent interview titled, Is Humanism Really Humane? Professor Cary Wolfe claimed:
[P]osthumanist thought . . . stretches back well before the 21st or even 20th century. You
find hints of it in anything that fundamentally decenters the human in relation to the
world in which we find ourselves, whether we’re talking about other forms of life, the
environment, technology or something else. Perhaps, more importantly, you find it in the
realization that when you don’t allow the concept of the “human” to do your heavy
philosophical lifting, you are forced to come up with much more robust and complex
accounts of wherever it is you’re talking about. And that includes, first and foremost, a
more considered concept of the “human” itself. (Wolfe and Lennard 2)
Woolf’s characters in The Waves extend what we know of the ‘self’ far beyond the boundaries of
the human body and solipsistic thinking, and farther still, beyond the dichotomy of self and
other. Human consciousness is bridged with environment, vegetation, insects, animals; emotion
and memory are linked with machines, architecture, weather systems and war; thinking becomes
cognitive condensation. This narrative equitably describes concurrent, unfolding
intersubjectivities; a process of becoming that is blurred by circumstance, proximity, and chance.
Woolf’s characters in The Waves emerge from ether, speaking their way into existence and each
other’s consciousness:
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“Look at the spider’s web on the corner of the balcony,” said Bernard. “It has beads of
water on it, drops of white light.” / The leaves are gathered round the window like
pointed ears,” said Susan. / “A shadow falls on the path,” said Louis, “like an elbow
bent.” / Islands of light are swimming on the grass,” said Rhoda. “They have fallen
through the trees.” / “The birds’ eyes are bright in the tunnels between the leaves,” said
Neville. (V. Woolf, Waves 4)
The Waves exemplifies the Bloomsberries posthumanistic theater in an extraordinary
combination of drama, poetry, and fiction in one literary work. Additionally, the novel blurs the
boundaries of fiction with the realms of philosophy and aesthetics. By choosing to write fiction,
Woolf was able to test the boundaries what constitutes consciousness, and she thereby opened an
intersubjective, non-human space as a mode of becoming. The French philosopher Jacques
Rancière’s (b. 1940) work, The Lost Thread: The Democracy of Modern Fiction, reflects on
Woolf’s deft use of fiction to create a mosaic of subjectivities:
It will be splintered between six subjectivities: from the inexhaustible inventor of stories,
impervious to the halo, to the schizophrenic who feels it so strongly that she loses all
possibility of stringing one sentence to another, including the sensible syntheses of the
female lover, a friend of customs, the poet, a patron of forms, or of the melancholic, a
lover of what is lost. But this mosaic will have to become monochromatic again in the
last episode. When it comes to carrying the tale to its end, the creator of links and stories
can alone take the floor. (Rancière 56)
Rancière is pointing to the artistry and madness of the disparate parts of The Waves; how it holds
together as a work of fiction and culminates in a journey against death and the emergence of
Woolf’s vision of intersubjectivity. It is my contention that, The Waves belongs better within the
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philosophical discourse on the post-human than in the realm of modernism, where Woolf’s
oeuvre is commonly classified. This is of consequence to posthumanistic philosophy because
Woolf’s work resituates the elusive topic of self-consciousness away from fixed theoretical
abstraction into the fluid performativity of a playpoem. In other words, Woolf’s work enacts and
embodies many principles of posthumanism.
By analyzing The Waves holistically and from the vantage point of intersubjectivity, I
aim to provide insight into the post-human condition, and to offer critical insight on the group’s
performativity (as represented by the creative license of fiction) in the posthumanistic theater. On
one hand, fiction cannot be considered factual evidence or proof of social trends or movements.
On the other, literary fiction is an art that allowed taboo content and what was otherwise
unsayable during the late Victorian Era of Britain, thereby providing a vital avenue for selfexpression and new ways of thinking. Based on Woolf’s extensive journal entries and
correspondences, literary critics have drawn parallels between the characters in The Waves to
certain members of the Bloomsbury Group, including E.M Forster, T.S Eliot, Lytton Strachey,
Vanessa Bell, and Thoby Stephan (Hite xlviii-lv). Further, Dr. Molly Hite’s scholarship posits
that Woolf blurred her own experience with that of the other members of the Bloomsberries:
She distanced herself from them, both conceiving them [the characters] as types and
modeling some of them on friends and relatives. But she also covered them with herself,
not just in the obvious sense that as a writer she imaginatively inhabited them, but also in
the more intimate sense of giving some of them her own formative experiences. (Hite
xlix)
The level of complication in Woolf’s characters and their fragmented, yet interconnected
evolution in The Waves is of primary importance because it operates on an intersubjective
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platform. The Waves offers a continuous unfolding of selfhood; an unraveling of the human
condition is illuminated though the entangled soliloquies of six characters. In an age when we are
more technologically in contact with one another, and, paradoxically, more socially isolated than
ever as individuals, The Waves offers us an alternative vision of permeable, multifaceted, spatial,
and interconnected selves. It extends what we know as “self” beyond the boundaries of the body;
Woolf reclaims the human body as content from the modernist body as form. For these reasons, I
will consider The Waves most heavily among—and with respect to—the literary works of Woolf
and the collective activities of the Bloomsbury Group. Now that we have entered the
posthumanistic theater of the Bloomsbury Group, we recognized the performativity of the
Bloomsberries’ social behavior as postmodern, and have established the literary work of Virginia
Woolf as post-human, we will closely consider The Waves for insight into the philosophical and
aesthetic territory of intersubjectivity.
The Waves is widely known for its extraordinary combination of drama, poetry, and
fiction in one literary work that Woolf described as “an abstract mystical eyeless book: a
playpoem” (Hite xxxix). While The Waves is widely recognized for hinging on these literary
genres it extends beyond its context and time period; it blurs the boundaries of fiction into the
realm of philosophy and aesthetics. In addition, it brought feminist thinking and women’s
sexuality to the forefront of intellectual exploration and discussion.
The Waves is considered by many to be Woolf’s most complicated novel and a
masterpiece of literature. Yet current scholarship has only begun to consider the problem of
Woolf’s literary work in terms of Posthumanism—a state of being that is beyond human, or a
mode of becoming for an individual or entity as a shared experience, which moves in multiplicity
and can manifest in endless combinations of organism, human, animal, machine, or psychic
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space. Dr. Michael Weinman’s scholarship on Virginia Woolf considers her fiction in relation to
philosopher Judith Butler’s contemporary theories on subjectivity. He forges a connection
between The Waves and Butler’s “performativity thesis,” which asserts that a personal identity is
a self-generative performance in language (Weinman 3). Keeping Weinman’s scholarship in
mind, we turn to Miriam Wallace, who argues: “The Waves . . . enables us to theorize a
‘permeable subject’ a subject which is at once individual . . . and capable of merging across
individual and gendered boundaries” (Wallace 296). Both Weinman and Wallace’s scholarship
point to the self-generative performativity of identity expressed by the characters in The Waves.
This performativity collapses a solipsistic concept of selfhood and creates an intersubjective
experience.
Additionally, The Waves pushes beyond the dichotomy of self and other; if we postulate
that the Waves is a posthuman literary work, we shall see how each character comes into being
through a multi-voice performance in language, rather than operating as a singular individual.
The effect of this performance leads to a polyphonic experience, laid bare by the craft of Woolf’s
lyric prose. The author Kate Flint acknowledges the tension between the self and the body. In her
introduction to The Waves, she cites communications between Virginia Woolf and G. L.
Dickinson on the problem of the body and wholeness of being in The Waves:
I did mean that in some vague way we are the same person, and not separate people. The
six characters were supposed to be one. I’m getting old myself—I shall be fifty next year;
and I come to feel more and more how difficult it is to collect oneself into one Virginia;
even though the special Virginia in whose body I live for the moment is violently
susceptible to all sorts of separate feelings. (Flint xxvi)
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Nevertheless, both Flint and Weinman’s scholarship still considers The Waves to be a
“Modernist project” (Weinman 2), as does Wallace’s scholarship, which Brook Miller references
in his book, Self-Consciousness in Modern British Fiction (140). Miller argues that The Waves
presents a mélange of the noumenal and the phenomenal. In other words, what is apprehended by
the mind and senses are mixed rather than divided: “The Waves posits . . . not the inhuman as the
limit of the human, instead the material exists as the limit of and condition for the emergence of
human consciousness” (143). Yet, similar to Flint, Weinman, and Wallace, Brook’s argument
also positions Woolf’s literary work within Modernism.
Dr. Molly Hite’s scholarship on The Waves calls attention to Woolf’s own description of
her work as being “Abstract, Mystical, Eyeless” (xxxix). Hite describes Woolf as being a
“modernist innovator” and claims the characters in The Waves were not even meant to be
characters (according to Woolf), rather they were “rhetorically heightened language” (xlv). Hite
reads Woolf’s craft as using experiential prose to deemphasize plot. Further, she argues that
Woolf’s experiential prose accentuates the threatening nature of the characters’ “self-experience”
(Miller 138). In response to Hite, Miller points out that this form of experiential prose renders the
reader as a witness to the characters’ self-plotting designs, which I will argue adds to the
theatrics of The Waves. Miller describes the consciousness of Woof’s characters as “a dialectical
formation in which agency and reference are both divided between the self as actor and self as a
describer and observer of experience” (Miller 138). Woolf’s prose renders their intensely
personal, dramatic soliloquies, which invite us as readers to become a part of their performance.
Hite offers insight into the aesthetics of Woolf’s literary work by analyzing Woolf’s characters
as speaking in a lyric present. Hite references Dorrit Cohn, who observes the characters’
soliloquies in The Waves as being written in the simple present, “a tense reserved for English
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poetry,” which Cohn calls the “lyric present” (Hite xli). The lyric present grammatically offers
an immediacy and directness to the character’s action and thinking—that is not overworked—yet
still heightened and artfully crafted20. While I agree with Hite, that Woolf was an innovator, it is
my contention that the Woolf’s craft innovations were posthumanistic and theatrical rather than
works of Modernism. In the third section of The Waves, the characters experience a coming of
age; in the following passage, Rhoda narrates her experience: “The wave breaks. I am the foam
that sweeps and fills the uttermost rims of the rocks with whiteness; I am also a girl, here in this
room” (V. Woolf 77). Woolf’s use of the lyric present offers the urgency of witnessing the
speaker in the dramatic act of soliloquy.
To address these theatrical and performative qualities of Woolf, and in turn, the
Bloomsbury Group, I will consider in this chapter a twofold question: First, what does Woolf’s
novel The Waves tell us about intersubjectivity and the self when her work is centered in
Posthumanism? Second, if the Bloomsbury Group functioned as a kind of posthumanistic
theater, then what implications does the self-generative performativity of the characters’
identities in The Waves show us about the Bloomsberries and their shared activities? In this
section, I will focus on situating The Waves within a posthumanistic theater.
To address these questions, we first need to examine Woolf’s literary work within
contemporary scholarship and discourse on identity, feminist theory and philosophical discourse
on Posthumanism. Here I would like to define identity as a state of being, or sense of self not
limited to a singular person, place or thing, and intersubjectivity as a subjective state of mind that
is shared between two or more people, what I would like to consider as a blurring of
consciousness—or of self. This blurring of consciousness in Woolf’s novels pluralizes the “I,”
from a point of fixed subjectivity into multiplicity and thus shows the interconnectedness of our
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world and of ourselves as social beings. The Waves belongs better within the philosophical
discourse on Posthumanism than in the realm of Modernism, where Woolf’s oeuvre is more
commonly classified.
By approaching The Waves with the issues of identity, feminist theory and
intersubjectivity and in mind, we will discover that the novel offers a unique vision into a
posthumanistic self in which Woolf crafts characters based on their observation of each other and
their awareness of each other’s observations. I will first analyze dialogical situations and
intersubjectivity in The Waves by using Mikhail Bakhtin’s theories of the “polyphonic voice,”
the “carnival” in literature, and “unfinalizablity” in consciousness; second, I will analyze
Woolf’s characters’ sexual and identity development in The Waves using Judith Butler’s theory
of “gender performativity”; third, I will analyze the structure of the interludes and soliloquies by
using Donna Haraway’s feminist theory of the “cyborg” and Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s
concepts of “blocks of becoming” and “becoming-animal.”
The Waves was written according to a musical rhythm rather than a traditional plot (Flint
xxi); it presents a challenge to Woolf’s readers, who are thrown into the immediate thoughts of
six characters as children. These characters, Jinny, Rhoda, Bernard, Louis, Neville, and Susan,
evolve concurrently to each other; they expand and contract during shared intersubjective
moments that collectively track the intersecting points of the characters’ lifespans and their
deaths. The Waves is also, in part, a bildungsroman, or a coming-of-age story, for the six
characters: three boys and three girls (Miller 138). The novel begins during the characters’
formative years in school and charts key moments in their social development. The six voices
each have distinct perspectives even though they undergo similar experiences. Each section of
The Waves develops separate narratives that are spun together, synchronously tracking the
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trajectory of six lives, and in the interludes, the passage of one day. Each of the nine sections
begins with a dramatic interlude that is purely descriptive and omniscient and works in sharp
contrast to the soliloquies.
The interludes are written in italic font; they are dreamlike, theatrical and musical,
reminiscent of pauses between the acts of a play, each one setting the stage for the next set of
dramatic soliloquies. The interludes describe the celestial movement of the Earth, the sea, plants,
birds, insects, an unoccupied house and its furnishings, and a mystic, female entity; they are
sublime environs that are void of explicit human consciousness. Woolf begins The Waves with
an interlude: “The sun had not yet risen. The sea was indistinguishable from the sky, except that
the sea was slightly creased as if a cloth has wrinkles in it…” (3). The interludes continue in a
theatrical fashion, first positioning the sun in the sky and then showing how the Earth changes in
the sunlight. Woolf ends the interludes—and the novel—as she begins them, at night. She circles
back to her opening remarks: “Now the sun had sunk. Sky and sea were indistinguishable. The
waves breaking spread their white fans far out over the shore, sent white shadows into the
recesses of sonorous caves and then rolled back sighing over the shingle” (174). The interlude’s
finale is the disappearance of the sun into the night, and it parallels the last soliloquy of the
character Bernard and his concluding cry: “Against you I will fling myself, unvanquished and
unyielding, O Death!” (V. Woolf, Waves 220). Metaphorically, the interludes suggest a larger
cycle of events in which earthly events continue uninterrupted by human consciousness. Woolf
claimed in her diary entry on February 7, 1931:
I must record, heaven be praised, the end of The Waves . . . I wrote the words O Death
fifteen minutes ago . . . What interests me in the last stage was the freedom & boldness
with which my imagination picked up used & tossed aside all the images & symbols
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which I had prepared. I am sure that this is the right way of using them—not in set pieces,
as I had tried at first, coherently, but simply as images; never making them work out;
only suggest. Thus I hope to have kept the sound of the sea & the birds, dawn, & garden
subconsciously present, doing their work under ground. (Diary Vol. Four 10)
The pairing of Woolf’s omniscient interludes with identity-based soliloquies juxtaposes
the temporality of life with the urgency of the individual to find a kind of significance in his or
her existence. The bulk of the novel’s primary narrative takes place in the human consciousness
(soliloquy) of each of the six characters. These narratives stand in contrast to the nine spatially
descriptive, dreamlike interludes. Each character’s internal monologue is theatrically made
known in first person declarations of self via soliloquy. To complicate the situation, direct
dialogue does not take place between the characters, nor does any unvoiced narration interrupt
the rhythm of the story. Reminiscent of a stone skipping on water, the story jumps from one
monologue to the next. Uniting these disparate points of contact is a shared reflection on the
character Percival, a boy-idol (curiously, a character that neither speaks, nor is heard) and the
dramatic omniscient interludes, which are devoid of human consciousness.
Louis, the best scholar at school, is estranged from his English peers by his Australian
accent. He strives for acceptance and success and reluctantly pursues business rather than an
academic life; he is haunted by stomping sounds of a chained elephant and visions of the Nile
throughout his life. Bernard’s passion is for the craft of writing; he is a storyteller and
phrasemaker by nature and an extrovert, and feels most at home in a crowded room but struggles
with the idea of an innate identity outside of his performances as a storyteller. Words and phrases
bubble up in Bernard’s mind that must be released and the passage of time collects like a giant
water droplet in the roof of his mind (V. Woolf, Waves 134). Bernard suffers in trying to locate
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meaning in his life. Neville, preoccupied with his intellectual pursuits, is an intensely private and
delicate person. He seeks out a series of homosexual love affairs, one lover at a time. Rhoda is
emotionally charged and has a difficult life, her identity is quite permeable, and she is carried
away easily by her thoughts. Often her imagination expands into moments of metaphysical crisis.
She takes Louis as her lover and tragically ends her life in suicide. Jinny, a lover of life and her
corporeal body, has a thirst for men and the pleasures of city life. Jinny is preoccupied with her
appearance and social nuance. Susan, in contrast, marries a farmer, becomes a mother and seeks
a synthesis with the natural world. The seventh character, Percival, is a boy-idol and the favorite
amongst his peers. Percival becomes the point of various reflections by the other six characters;
he elicits jealousy, adoration, and desire. Percival dies unexpectedly and prematurely by falling
from a horse in India, a moment that traumatizes the intimacy of the six friends in young
adulthood.
The narrative of The Waves expresses multiplicities of thinking and its characters embody
the fragmented, yet unified state of the polyphonic voice. The polyphonic voice cannot be
reduced to single narrative monologue, or as the philosopher and literary critic Mikhail Bakhtin
describes it: “A plurality of independent and unmerged voices and consciousnesses . . . with
equal rights and each with its own world, combine[d] but are not merged in the unity of the
event” (6). Bakhtin’s seminal work, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, establishes the dialogical
situation in Dostoevsky’s literature as a threshold where each character’s voice is always marked
in relation to another character’s voice; furthermore, all of the characters’ voices are independent
yet interdependent. Bakhtin stresses the primacy of intersubjectivity and our innate human need
to be social beings: “A single person, remaining alone with himself, cannot make ends meet even
in the deepest and most intimate spheres of his own spiritual life, he cannot manage without
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another consciousness” (177). Bakhtin, moreover, argues that Dostoevsky’s characters as
autonomous subjects are unfinalizable (68). In a dialogical situation, consciousness is always
evolving and changing, and therefore it eludes capture in a fixed way—as an object; the
polyphonic voice is a continuous unfolding of self. Woolf establishes a consciousness in The
Waves that is polyphonic, and she is able to accomplish this through her use of aesthetics, i.e.,
the craft of her writing. The characters in The Waves evolve concurrently, their voices are
entwined, and their consciousness is shared. Bakhtin explains:
The consciousness of other people cannot be perceived, analyzed, defined as objects or as
things—one can only relate to them dialogically. To think about them means to talk with
them; otherwise they immediately turn to us their objectivized side: they fall silent, close
up, and congeal into finished, objectivized images. (68)
The Waves bears structural resemblance to Dostoevsky’s novel The Brothers Karamazov:
while their stories are unequivocally different, both literary works hold together and operate via
the multi-voiced world of the polyphonic. Bakhtin argues, furthermore, that Dostoevsky demotes
plot as being secondary to “a world of autonomous subjects, not objects” or what Bakhtin terms
Skaz21 (7). Woolf, on the other hand, abandons plot entirely for a rhythm of dramatic soliloquies
and interludes, or what she calls a playpoem. It is through the mastery of their craft that
Dostoevsky and Woolf’s novels do not unravel into a chaos of entangled voices; this literary feat
is accomplished through their use of poetics.
Bakhtin claims that Dostoevsky’s polyphonic heroes were groundbreaking for his era;
they were of a new design and they formed a profoundly new type of novelistic genre (7). Woolf,
too, went beyond the boundaries of fiction into territories of philosophy and aesthetics—she was
courageous in her thinking and in her creativity. The worlds that Woolf and Dostoevsky create
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through fiction shed a philosophical light on intersubjectivity. Their storytelling and aesthetics
conjure a vision of shared cognition; it is a permeable possibility of being that dispels solipsistic
thinking and breaks rigid hierarchies formed in monological situations. In the following passage,
Woolf entwines soliloquies of Susan, Bernard, Jinny—she extends an aesthetic moment and
blurs cognition between the characters:
“Those are white words,” said Susan, “like stones one picks up by the seashore.” “They
flick their tails right and left as I speak them,” said Bernard. “They wag their tails: they
flick their tails; they move through the air in flocks, now this way, now that way, moving
all together, now dividing, now coming together.” “Those are yellow words, those are
fiery words,” said Jinny. “I should like a fiery dress, a yellow dress, a fulvous dress to
wear in the evening.” (Waves 13)
The voices of Susan, Bernard, and Jinny are equally weighted and emphasize the primacy of the
dialogical situation. Within a narrative, use of the polyphonic voice allows an author to
concurrently describe multiple layers of consciousness. Bakhtin explains how this literary play of
polyphony works: “The consciousness of a character is given as someone else’s consciousness,
another consciousness, yet at the same time it is not turned into an object, is not closed, does not
become a simple object of the author’s consciousness” (7). For Bakhtin, the multi-voiced
discourse, or polyphonic voice, concentrates on the discourse between the characters.
Woolf, on the other hand, goes beyond a focus on discourse. The polyphonic voice
enables her to democratically elevate her characters soliloquies and to blur the boundaries of her
characters into the spaces that they occupy and into other forms of life; her characters become
Posthumanist. Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari describe Woolf’s dialogical situation well in
their book A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia: “Virginia Woolf experiences
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herself not as a monkey or a fish but as a troop of monkeys, a school of fish, according to her
variable relations of becoming with people she approaches” (239). Woolf’s characters in The
Waves share their cognition with their immediate environment, other-worldly environs, other
characters, and also share a discourse in the greater world. She successfully achieves what
Bakhtin describes as the carnival in literature—everyone and everything participate in the
carnival:
A free familiar attitude spreads over everything: over all values, thoughts, phenomena,
and things. All things that were once self-enclosed, disunified, distanced from one
another by a noncarnivalistic hierarchical worldview are drawn into carnivalistic contacts
and combinations. Carnival brings together, unifies, weds, and combines the sacred with
the profane, the lofty with the low, the great with the insignificant, the wise with the
stupid. (Bakhtin 123)
The carnival is central to Bakhtin’s notion of the polyphonic voice. Bakhtin claims that the
carnival in literature is a threshold; it is a dialogical situation in which autonomous subjects take
shape in relation to each other—it is where the philosopher king removes his crown and plays the
fool, and the fool takes the throne of the philosopher king. Consciousness opens up to a street
party; the dark ghettos of the mind flash with sequins and confetti. The lion takes form, the tightrope-walker takes her step, the fire breather exhales and the palmist reads destiny. The characters
in The Waves inhabit Bakhtin’s “carnival sense of the world,” there is an equality to each voice
that is expressed in their individual and mutual becoming (107). In the following passage,
Woolf’s begins The Waves by igniting the shared consciousness of the characters Louis, Rhoda,
Neville, Jinny and Susan though their voiced perceptions:
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“A shadow falls on the path,” said Louis, “like an elbow bent.” “Islands of light are
swimming on the grass,” said Rhoda. “They have fallen through the trees.” “The birds’
eyes are bright in the tunnels between the leaves,” said Neville. “The stalks are covered
with harsh, short hairs,” said Jinny, “and drops of water have stuck to them.” “A
caterpillar is curled in a green ring,” said Susan, “notched with blunt feet.” (4)
It is from this confusion that the reader learns the language of the carnival and becomes a part of
the polyphonic experience. As the narrative moves forward each character is continually
reshaped in relation to other characters. Woolf’s stream of consciousness eddies backwards
while her narrative pushes the reader forward. Deleuze and Guattari explain what is at stake in
terms of a pack of wolves: “[T]he important thing is the position of the mass, and above all the
position of the subject itself in relation to the pack or wolf-multiplicity: how the subject joins or
does not join the pack, how far away it stays, how it does or does not hold to the multiplicity”
(ATP 29). Allowing the self to be shaped by others by participating or not participating in a
multiplicity of consciousness can make a huge difference in terms of identity.
Tracing the arc of a life span, the polyphonic voice of the characters emerge in The
Waves with the force of staccato notes in a musical composition: “I see a ring,” said Bernard…;
“I see a slab of pale yellow,” said Susan…; “I hear a sound,’ said Rhoda…; “I see a globe,” said
Neville…; I see a crimson tassel,” said Jinny…; I hear something stamping,” said Louis (V.
Woolf 4). The pronounced “I” has a shortened interval, and as soon as the character declares his
or her own phenomenal moment, the center of “consciousness” shifts to the next character. In
music, the term polyphony describes two or more simultaneous lines of independent melody
within a composition. This layering of melodies makes for a more dynamic or thicker texture in a

65
musical composition. The layering of melodies in music functions similarly to a layering of
voices within language.
We know from Woolf’s diary entries that she closely linked the structural development of
The Waves with Ludwig van Beethoven’s music. Woolf writes: “It occurred to me last night
while listening to a Beethoven quartet that I would merge all the interjected passages into
Bernard’s final speech, & end with the words O solitude: thus making him absorb all those
scenes, & having no further break” (Diary Vol. Three 339). Further, Kate Flint’s analysis of The
Waves contends that the novel share a similar counterpoint to Beethoven’s late sonatas. Flint
describes this relation as: “the taking up of a theme first by one instrument and then by another;
the use of combinations of words (or sounds) for immediate emotional impact rather than for
their referential capacities” (xxi). In a musical composition, counterpoint is a relation of voices
that are interdependent, yet independent: thus, polyphonic.
Bakhtin, furthermore, states that in the realm of the polyphonic, the author’s voice does
not step between the reader and the character or interrupt the narrative (7). There is no narrator in
The Waves; the novel is almost entirely in the soliloquy of six characters and thus, the
polyphonic voice gives authority to more than one perspective. Woolf shapes the world of her
narrative in the layering of her assorted characters and their experiences—all of which are given
narrative authority—forging them together though the texture of the polyphonic voice. The
characters in The Waves act like interlocking gears; no one voice holds sway over the others or is
given more time in the novel (except when the spotlight settles on Bernard in the concluding
section). They seem to take meticulous turns speaking; each soliloquy both reflects and drives
the next. Woolf’s use of soliloquy in The Waves facilitates the simultaneous development of six
characters’ internal dialogues.

66
Internal dialogue is a silent form of a character’s unspoken reflection, or eme emautō, the
Platonic idea that thought is the self's silent discussion with itself. Woolf’s characters’ internal
dialogues create a split between a character’s “I” and a character’s listening “self” who is
conscious of him or herself as thinking. Yet, the theatrical function of the soliloquy is to open up
the silent dialogue of the character’s private realm of thinking to the public realm of the audience
(or reader). Ironically, this use of theatrical soliloquy makes the narrative of The Waves intensely
personal and highly introspective; the characters do not speak to one another but develop in selfreflection and in the self-reflection of the others via the repetition of dramatic first-person
speeches. Weinman argues, “[T]he unique drama of The Waves is principally about the way in
which embodied individuals can act only insofar as they are always vulnerable to the linguistic
agency of others” (3). Within the novel’s narrative, the agency of the six characters turns on the
polyphonic voice, which allows Woolf to concurrently describe multiple layers of consciousness,
thus blurring the boundaries of how consciousness is constituted in a character, environ, moment
or space. Woolf blends the external and internal world of her subject(s) linguistically; creating a
highly aesthetic, intersubjective experience of selfhood that is based on the repetition of aural
and visual patterns—and first-person declarations of self.
From the platform of intersubjectivity, Woolf advances culturally transgressive ideas on
feminism, identity, gender, and sexuality. Woolf accomplishes what Judith Butler describes as a
subversion of identity by manipulating the culturally governing signification process through
linguistic repetition; she crafts a matrix of soliloquies, or declarative and interwoven speech
patterns, in The Waves. In doing so, Woolf illustrates how identity is purely a performative act—
one that establishes identity rather than expresses identity—and subsequently, the paradigm of
identity is solidified by the repetition of action and language. The performativity of the six
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characters in The Waves retools constructs of identity and sexuality during the staunch English
Victorian Era with gender-bending roles and homoerotic activities. Returning to Butler’s
argument of the emergence of women’s agency within the signification process of cultural
constructs, we see that Woolf’s literary work offers location for Butler’s concept of variation.
Woolf’s novels offer variation within the repetition of cultural constructs, thereby changing the
cultural construct from within the realm of fiction. We will recall an earlier passage in which
Butler argues to this end:
The critical task of feminism is not to establish a point of view outside of constructed
identities . . . rather . . . to locate strategies of subversive repetition enabled by those
constructions, to affirm the local possibilities of intervention through participating in
precisely those practices of repetition that constitute identity and, therefore, present the
immanent possibility of contesting them. (GT 201)
Woolf advances what Butler observes as the “critical task of feminism,” in The Waves; she
recuperates new possibilities for gender and sex roles by developing the characters vis-à-vis the
performativity of dramatic soliloquy. In Butler’s recent book, Notes Toward A Performative
Theory of Assembly, she writes: “The possibility of missing the mark is always there in the
enactment of gender; in fact, gender may be that enactment in which missing the mark is a
defining feature” (30). The character Bernard reflects on both the sex and gender of the three
female characters in The Waves; only one of the three is able to successfully make the mark and
thereby perform her gender:
Jinny was the first to come sidling up to the gate to eat sugar. She nipped off the palms of
one’s hands very cleverly, but her ears were laid back as if she might bite. Rhoda was
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wild – Rhoda one never could catch. She was both frightened and clumsy. It was Susan
who first became the wholly woman, purely feminine. (V. Woolf 183)
Here Woolf calls out and subtly satirizes the Victorian cultural construct of the feminine from a
male point of view. The three girls and their passages to womanhood are compared to young
livestock—they are foals—to be seduced, chased, admired. Specifically, the two women who, in
Bernard’s assessment, miss the mark are represented as an animal, while the only one to achieve
the mark is granted her humanity. While this comparison is a coarse objectification of these
women based on their abilities to satisfy Bernard’s sense of what a woman is, it also points to the
dislocation that a woman feels when she has trouble performing her own gender.22 Feeling like a
dressed-up animal, feeling other-than-human is the result of missing the mark; it is the result of
an inability to perform a gender role that has become so ingrained in culture as to be conflated
with the very humanity of the performer.
When Woolf’s characters blur or morph with animal, insect, physical space, and
machines they also offer new and variant forms of thinking. Woolf’s characters have agency in
their performative acts. In The Waves, the six characters’ identities, sexes, and genders swerve
and vary in repetition, enacting Butler’s ideas on subversive acts within the signification process
of cultural constructs. Butler argues in Gender Trouble that:
[A]cts, gestures, enactments, generally construed, are performative in the sense that the
essence or identity that they otherwise purport to express are fabrications manufactured
and sustained through corporeal signs and other discursive means. That the gendered
body is performative suggests that it has no ontological status apart from the various acts
which constitute its reality. (Butler 185)
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The interludes and dramatic soliloquies create a rhythmic pattern in the narrative. The pattern of
the narrative is described by the performative acts of her characters. Woolf trips and interrupts
this pattern in aesthetic moments that displace the repetition of the characters’ dramatic
soliloquies. In doing so, Woolf is able to displace Victorian sex and gender norms; she is able to
push the boundaries of a character’s sex, gender, and identity—further, she moves beyond
boundaries of the human—to the post-human. Standing on the platform of fiction, Woolf reached
beyond fiction into the realm of philosophy, aesthetics, and feminist theory. Woolf’s characters
resist the cultural norms of their time by displacing and interrupting the signifiers of their time
via the posthumanistic theater. The Waves characters show qualities of what philosopher Donna
Haraway later termed the “cyborg” (SCW 149).
Haraway argues in her essay A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and SocialistFeminism in the Late Twentieth Century, that the cyborg blurs a selfhood that is delineated by
the human body: “A cyborg is a cybernetic organism, a hybrid of machine and organism, a
creature of social reality as well as a creature of fiction. Social reality is lived social relations,
our most important political construction, a world-changing fiction” (149). The cyborg resists
fixed binaries found in Western identity politics and heteronormative gender roles situated in the
phallocentric order. The cyborg also resists Freudian psychoanalytic theory of the Oedipus
Complex. The cyborg resists “domination of all constituted as others, whose task is to mirror the
self. Chief among these troubling dualisms are self/other, mind/body, culture/nature,
male/female, civilized/primitive, reality/appearance, whole/part, agent/resource, maker/made,
active/passive, right/wrong, truth/illusion, total/partial, God/man” (Haraway, SCW 177). Rather,
the cyborg represents partial identities and transgressed boundaries. Haraway’s Manifesto breaks
from the binary notions of feminism popularly accepted in the 20th Century.
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Woolf’s fiction anticipates Haraway’s philosophical theory of the cyborg in two key
ways: first, the structure of The Waves is like a cyborg in its synthesis of interludes (non-human)
and dramatic soliloquies (human); second, during moments of ecstasy or existential crisis, her
characters undergo partial-to-complete metamorphosis, or fusion with animals, plants, insects,
machines and interior spaces.
Haraway’s Manifesto has multiple points of resistance; her concept of the cyborg
challenges notions of essentialism, colonialism, and patriarchy. One tactic in her cyborg strategy
of subversion is through storytelling: “In retelling origin stories, cyborg authors subvert the
central myths of origin of Western culture . . . Feminist cyborg stories have the task of recoding
communication and intelligence to subvert command and control” (SCW 175). If we look to the
Bible, in Genesis, it was the Spirit of God who moved above the abyss and gave light to the dark
waters of his creation (1). Virginia Woolf begins the interludes of The Waves much like the
origin story of Genesis, with a sublime environ that is void of explicit human consciousness:
“The sun had not yet risen. The sea was indistinguishable from the sky, except that the sea was
slightly creased as if a cloth has wrinkles in it…” (3). Yet, Woolf subverts Genesis by describing
a female entity as controlling the scene—she is the bearer of light and she becomes light in the
collection of interludes that frame the soliloquies and the six characters. Thus, Woolf describes a
new creation story:
[T]he dark bar on the horizon became clear . . . as if the arm of a woman couched beneath
the horizon had raised a lamp and flat bars of white, green and yellow, spread across the
sky like the blades of a fan . . . Slowly the arm that held the lamp raised it higher and then
higher until a broad flame became visible; an arc of fire burnt on the rim of the horizon,
and all round it the sea blazed gold. (Waves 3)
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The nine interludes of The Waves interject a non-human experience, each describes an
emergence of consciousness or demonstrates the limit of consciousness, via the animal, the
insect, inanimate objects, and a version of the Greek goddess of the dawn, Eos. She is light itself
and she changes form by coalescing the landscape and the passage of the sun. While the Greeks
feminized the dawn23, sunlight was attributed to a masculine god, Apollo. Woolf alludes to the
Greek Eos in feminizing the dawn (and uses gender to elevate the interludes to a mythological
scale of storytelling in space and time); she continues to feminize sunlight in later interludes and
through the height of the day. Thus subtly subverts both classical Greek mythology and Christian
creationism in one stroke. Akin to Woolf’s version of Eos, Haraway’s cyborgs are also sunshine:
“Our best machines are made of sunshine; they are all light and clean because they are nothing
but signals, electromagnetic waves, a section of a spectrum, and these machines are eminently
portable, mobile . . . Cyborgs are ether, quintessence” (SCW 153). Woolf’s synergy of interlude
and soliloquy behaves like a cyborg. In other words, The Waves—the novel—is a cyborg, and
Woolf is a cyborg author. The nine interludes are crafted via a detached third-person narrator (a
state that is beyond human or non-human). While the dramatic soliloquies of the six characters
are crafted via a rigorous first-person narration (a human-based internal dialogue, whereby one
speaks to oneself). The interlude-soliloquy hybrid is reminiscent of the human-animal, humanether, and human-machine; together these hybrids set the stage of a posthumanistic theater, one
that involves cyborgs, chimeras, and blocks of becoming.
Deleuze and Guattari argue in their essay, 1730: Becoming-Intense, Becoming Animal,
Becoming-Imperceptible, that a “block of becoming” is contingent on situations of proximity, it
is a relation of things that come together in space and in time. A block of becoming is limitless in
its symbiosis—yet the symbiosis does not produce anything from its interaction or relationship
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(Deleuze and Guattari 238). Blocks of becoming neither evolve nor regress; becoming-animal is
about involution: “[T]o involve is to form a block that runs its own line ‘between’ the terms in
play and beneath assignable relations” (ATP 239). The consciousness of the six characters in The
Waves extends beyond their human bodies. The genre of fiction enables Woolf to illustrate how
human consciousness can integrate with various environs and other species.
Woolf creates blocks of becoming that are radical acts of creative resistance. Her
characters subvert traditional notions of identity and sexuality when they become-animal. The
character Jinny is flirtatious and absorbed with own her body. Her carnal passions blur her
human reality with the animal: “All is rapt, all is nocturnal, and the parrots go screaming through
the branches. All my senses stand erect . . . night opens; night traversed by wandering moths;
night hiding lovers roaming to adventure” (V. Woolf, Waves 128). Jinny is now a block of
becoming, she is becoming-animal. Similar to Haraway’s cyborg, Deleuze and Guattari’s notion
of becoming-animal is a kind of alliance between the human and animal: “The becoming-animal
of the human being is real, even if the animal the human being becomes is not; and the
becoming-other of the animal is real, even if that something other it becomes is not” (ATP 238).
Jinny continues to ecstatically blur from human to insect, bird, and animal in one sweeping
passage; where sexuality swerves and the boundary between human and animal is transgressed—
Jinny is perverse, she is not naïve of her sexuality:
Now let us sing our love song — Come, come, come. Now my gold signal is like a
dragon-fly flying taut. Jug, jug, jug, I sing like the nightingale whose melody is crowded
in the too narrow passage of her throat. Now I hear the crash and rending of boughs and
the crack of antlers . . . One has pierced me. One is driven deep within me. (V. Woolf,
Waves 129)
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Jinny breaks Victorian and contemporary taboos in the above passage. Her sexuality, her gender
role, and her identity are showcased in mythic time, she becomes-animal, she becomes cyborg
sunshine, she becomes post-human.
Philosopher and feminist theorist Rosi Braidotti argues in her book Metamorphoses:
Towards a Materialist Theory of Becoming: “Cyber-feminists play with body-boundaries and the
contours of the corporeal, presenting graphical surfaces where theoretical questions mingle with
visual montages that re-assemble familiar images into monstrously unfamiliar forms” (179).
Each chimera that takes form in The Waves offers insight into intersubjective consciousness. The
characters come together like a chimera, one monstrous body with six heads, six voices. These
characters separate from and reform with their environment, a new chimera. When Woolf’s
characters become-animal they are independent in their dramatic soliloquies but each voice
always remains linked in relation to other character voices; the six characters of The Waves move
in the narrative as a pack. Deleuze and Guattari claim that: “A becoming-animal always involves
a pack, a band, a population, a peopling, in short, a multiplicity” (ATP 238). Each of Woolf’s
characters in The Waves undergoes episodes of morphing and blurring with their environs, much
like the feminized light in the interludes:
‘Yes,’ said Jinny, ‘our senses have widened. Membranes, webs of nerve that lay white
and limp, have filled and spread themselves and float round us like filaments, making the
air tangible and catching in them far-away sounds unheard before.’ ‘The roar of London,’
said Louis, ‘is round us.’ Motorcars, vans, omnibuses pass and repass continuously. All
are merged in one turning wheel of sound—wheels, bells, the cries of drunkards, of
merrymakers—are churned into one sound, steel blue, circular.” (Waves 98)
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In the above passage, Jinny and Louis have become a part of London; they are aesthetically
blended into the roar of the 20th Century—a century like none other in its technological,
scientific, and military advancements—a time period that most certainly roared into existence.
The chimera roars into existence. Haraway writes, “Feminist objectivity is about limited location
and situated knowledge, not about transcendence and splitting of subject and object. In this way,
we might become answerable for what we learn how to see” (SCW 190). Woolf, an expert at her
craft, maneuvers what Braidotti describes as “monstrously unfamiliar forms,” to build a new
“feminist objectivity” as Haraway describes (SCW 190). Woolf creates thought patterns in her
characters that ruminate on the nature of identity and the point of focus constantly shifts and
blurs in its movement and rhythm. She describes the tension of the dialogical situation: “We
were all different, he [Bernard] recollects. Louis was disgusted by the nature of human flesh;
Rhoda by our cruelty; Susan could not share; Neville wanted order; Jinny love; and so on. We
suffered terribly as we became separate bodies” (V. Woolf, Waves 186).
I have shown how Woolf’s characters in The Waves participate in a posthumanistic
theater. She challenges binary divisions of the body/mind, self/other and self/environment by
teasing out a polyphonic selfhood from an interwoven fabric of body, consciousness, time, and
space. Woolf accomplishes this literary feat through the concatenation of prosody and fiction.
This is of consequence to posthumanistic philosophy because Woolf’s work resituates the elusive
topic of “self-consciousness” away from fixed theoretical abstraction into the fluid
performativity of a playpoem. Woolf’s character Bernard claims: “What I call ‘my life,’ it is not
one life that I look back upon; I am not one person; I am many people; I do not altogether know
who I am—or how to distinguish my life from theirs” (Waves 205). When Woolf describes
possibilities of consciousness as plurality, i.e., the chimeras, the cyborgs, and blocks of
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becoming, she creates a sketch for what intersubjectivity can look like, how it could sound—and
taste. Woolf furthermore describes how intersubjectivity can move and how a shared cognition
changes shape with its environment. Woolf’s character Bernard continues his soliloquy:
We saw for a moment laid out among us the body of the complete human being whom
we had failed to be, but at the same time cannot forget . . . we felt enlarge itself round us
the huge blackness of what is outside us, of what we are not. The wind, the rush of
wheels became the roar of time, and we rushed—where? And who were we? We were
extinguished for a moment, went out like sparks in burnt paper and the blackness roared.
Past time, past history we went. For me this lasts but one second. (Waves 206)
These sketches add up to a larger question concerning humanity and our relationship as social
beings. Woolf was an artist-philosopher and her work used the platform of fiction to engage
issues of aesthetics and philosophy. The Waves extends our knowledge of ‘self’ beyond the
boundaries of the body; Woolf, moreover, reclaims the human body as content from the
modernist body as form.
Woolf’s literary work is rightfully archetypal of modernism. She captures the cultural
despair felt by an inter-war period and the psychological impacts of a rapidly evolving industrial
society. It reflects a new way of thinking in the West during a time of great upheaval, morally,
spiritually, and aesthetically. The self-reflections of her characters' internal dialogues are
intrinsic to the characters' notions of self, their perceptions teeter on being inwardly aimed and
autonomous24. Woolf foregrounds her characters' feelings of alienation in her narratives; for
example, in beginning of Mrs. Dalloway, Woolf's characters are united by watching a plane write
the word toffee in the sky:
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The sound of an aeroplane bored ominously into the ears of the crowd. There it was
coming over the trees, letting out white smoke from behind, which curled and twisted,
actually writing something! Making letters in the sky! Everyone looked up . . . As they
looked the whole world became perfectly silent, and a flight of gulls crossed the sky, first
one gull leading, then another, and in this extraordinary silence and peace, this pallor, in
this purity, bells struck eleven times, the sound fading up there among the gulls. (29)
The above passage shows members of an emerging industrial society transfixed by a message in
the sky written by a flying machine. The character Septimus is profoundly moved by this
aesthetic experience. Septimus is a First World War veteran who suffers from mental illness, and
he begins to hallucinate when he sees the plane. As the letters take shape and the word toffee
dissolves in the sky, Septimus becomes ecstatic by its “exquisite beauty” and he interprets this
experience as “the birth of a new religion” (V. Woolf, Dalloway 33). It is through characters like
Septimus that Woolf’s contribution to modernism is celebrated, yet modernism is not an
adequate meter to measure her work by, because it falls short of a fuller picture that
intersubjectivity offers.
Woolf's narratives possess extraordinary foresight into the realm of posthumanism, and
The Waves remains fresh almost a century after its publication in the late Victorian Era. The
Waves, To the Lighthouse, Mrs. Dalloway, Orlando, and A Room of One’s Own reach beyond a
heightened, self-conscious narrative in an effort to render a kind of shared consciousness; they
are thus not only modernist recalibrations of the self in society but are novels which push the
very boundaries of selfhood. It is through a posthumanistic theater that we can begin to fully
unpack the ideas of Woolf. If modernism reacted to the industrialization of daily life,
Posthumanism grapples with the Information Age. Woolf's ideas on intersubjectivity are of
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paramount importance as we become more interconnected; yet paradoxically dislocated, by
digital technology and social media. By analyzing The Waves from a platform of
intersubjectivity, we have also found critical insight into sex and gender performativity, which is
relevant to contemporary feminist theory and recent scholarship on identity as described by
Judith Butler’s concept of gender performativity and acts of subversion. The Waves, moreover, is
significant to posthumanisitic philosophy for its insight into intersubjectivity as described by
Mikhail Bakhtin’s concepts of the polyphonic voice, the carnivalesque, and unfinalizability;
Donna Haraway’s concept of the cyborg; and Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s concepts of
blocks of becoming and becoming-animal. Furthermore, the collective activities of the
Bloomsbury Group broke the mold of modernism and exceeded into postmodern concerns. The
Bloomsberries exemplified performativity, subculture hybridity, increasing interconnectedness,
social structure fragmentation and sexual fluidity. There is much more to be gained for the
contemporary thinker by placing the Bloomsberries within the philosophical discourse on
postmodernism, than in the realm of modernism. By situating the Bloomsberries' creative
activities within postmodernism, we will potentially gain new insight into our contemporary
situation of the post-human, living in our digital age of hyper-communications.
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CHAPTER 2
BLOOMSBURY BLURRED: ASSEMBLAGES OF THE POST-HUMAN
IN THE WAVES
A work of fiction is creative and is delivered on the premise that its characters are
invented, and that the events are imaginary. The characters in Virginia Woolf’s novel, The
Waves, however, are known to share attributes with members of the Bloomsbury Group and with
the author (Hite xlvii; L. Woolf, Bloomsbury 126). Based on Woolf’s extensive journal entries
and correspondences, literary critics and scholars also understand that Woolf blurred her own
experiences with that of other Bloomsbury members in her character renditions. This chapter
seeks to connect biographical testimonials and reflections of Woolf and the Bloomsbury Group
to the characters in The Waves. At the same time, it considers Woolf’s creative work as a viable
source of insight into the personalities of the Bloomsbury Group and the performativity of their
social and intellectual endeavors.25 Current scholarship acknowledges that real people in
Woolf’s life and her personal experiences contributed to the fictional characters in The Waves
(Hite xlviii – lix; Lee 194; Briggs, CCVW 73); however, it has only begun to establish what a
posthumantistic reading of The Waves tells us about the Bloomsbury group and its author. My
inquiry situates The Waves and its fictional characters at the forefront of the discussion, to bring
new understanding to the novel as a creative work, and insight into what Woolf’s characters tell
us about Bloomsbury.
Woolf’s biographer, Hermione Lee, claims: “There is a remarkable affinity between the
way Virginia Woolf narrates a dream, the way she remembers her childhood, the way she
describes her breakdowns, and the way she places images in characters’ minds in her fictions”
(Lee 194). Lee supports this claim by connecting the fictional experiences of the character,
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Rhoda, in The Waves to passages written by Woolf in her autobiographical essay Sketch of the
Past (1939). For Virginia Woolf, the violent and uncontrollable feeling of “unexplained
helplessness” was amalgamated with the enduring question: “What am I?”; these childhood
experiences of Woolf’s were remembered and further explored through Rhoda’s episodes of
existential crisis (Lee 194; Hite li). Professor Molly Hite expounds on the multidimensional
construction of Woolf’s fictional characters in her introduction to The Waves:
She distanced herself from them, both conceiving them as types, and modeling some of
them on friends and relatives. But she also covered them with herself, not just in the
obvious sense that as a writer she imaginatively inhabited them, but also in the more
intimate sense of giving some of them her own formative experiences.” (Hite xlix)
Hite supports this assertion by surveying noticeable biographical similarities and shared
attributes of Woolf’s fictional characters with members of the Bloomsbury Group and close
friends (Hite xlviii – lix). Specifically, Hite compares the character Bernard with both Virginia
Woolf and Desmond MacCarthy; the character Neville with Lytton Strachey; the character Susan
with Vanessa Bell; the character Louis with T.S. Eliot; the character Rhoda with Virginia Woolf;
the character Percival with Thoby Stephen; and the character Jinny as a dynamic combination of
Mary Hutchinson, Lydia Lopokova and Virginia Woolf (Hite xlviii – lix). Later in this chapter, I
will employ the character hybrids, and assemblages that Hite has presented as a point of
departure, into my own philosophical and aesthetic analysis of The Waves. I will thereby assert a
posthumanistic perspective of the theater26 created by the Bloomsbury group, which I argue is
also rendered in The Waves.
Literary critic Julia Briggs also makes correlations between real people in Woolf’s life
and the fictional characters in her novels.27 Briggs traces what is distinctly different about the
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crafting of The Waves from Woolf’s other novels, and touches on Woolf’s process of developing
fictional characters, claiming The Waves “aspire[s] to the condition of poetry or drama,” and
furthermore, that the crafting of The Waves is unusual for its emphasis on the present tense in her
speaking characters28 (CCVW 74). Briggs makes the following note regarding the development
of Woolf’s fictional characters in relation to real people in Woolf’s life:
The first draft became increasingly focused upon six characters who borrowed
characteristics from [Virginia Woolf’s] friends, as well as from her sense of herself:
Louis, the outsider, picked up traits from Tom (T.S.) Eliot, and the social discomfort he
displayed; Neville was at least partly inspired by Lytton Strachey, while Susan’s
rootedness, her sense of place and passionate, possessive love of her children reflected
aspects of Virginia’s sister Vanessa. (CCVW 73)
Briggs’ character analysis agrees with Hite’s, in that she connects the same Bloomsbury
members and friends to the same fictional characters. Professor Kate Flint, on the other hand,
associates the character Neville with Virginia Woolf, whereas Brigg and Hite compare Neville to
Lytton Strachey. Flint asserts that Neville shares Woolf’s ideas on writing in Flint’s introduction
to The Waves: “Neville has a poetic precision in his choice of literary language, and is granted
the capacity to articulate some of Woolf’s own ideas about the challenges impersonal poetry
makes upon the reader . . .” (Flint xxv). In contrast, Hite claims that the character Bernard
primarily takes on Woolf’s formative experiences as a writer (Hite xlix-li). However, Flint is in
agreement with Hite by noting that Jinny29 was the affectionate nickname that Virginia Woolf’s
father would call her by (Flint xxviii); thus the character Jinny has an element of self portraiture,
as she shares the nickname of the young Virginia Stephen. Furthermore, Flint is also in
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agreement with Hite by claiming that the character Rhoda shares Woolf’s childhood memories
and personal experiences (Flint xxv; Hite li, lii).
Professor Gillian Beer’s character analysis, like Hite’s and Briggs’, pairs Louis with T.S.
Eliot. In her book Virginia Woolf: The Common Ground, Beer observes:
The language associated with Louis is perhaps the most allusively charged of all, since it
shares so many of the qualities of T.S. Eliot’s verse . . . Circumstantially, also, Louis
bears some resemblances to Eliot: in his non-English (‘colonial’) background, in his
banking career, classical learning, and fascination with the poetics of history and ‘vile
and famished’ humdrum life. Tiresias-like, he remembers the ancient Nile ‘and the
women carrying pitchers on their heads’ synchronically with chimney cowls, loose slates,
slinking cats, and attic window. (87-88)
Virginia Woolf had very mixed feelings about her friendship with T.S. Eliot (Lee 433 – 47).
They shared literary and social circles, but they disagreed on ideas about literature and their
long-standing friendship was further complicated by their “professional links” (Lee 433, 438).
Woolf was intimately familiar with Eliot’s literary work, as she “hand set the type” for T.S.
Eliot’s Poems in 1919, and The Waste Land in 1923, both of which were published by Hogarth
Press30 (Lee 434; Froula 105). Hermione Lee’s biography on Woolf also recognizes T.S. Eliot in
the character Louis (as do Hite, Briggs, and Beer):
Virginia was right to discern that socially, in England, Eliot was at once detached and
insinuating, “a resident alien” as he called himself, when she drew on her sense of him
for the voice of Louis in The Waves, she emphasized this painful desire to belong and
proud sense of not belonging. (Lee 434)
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I substantially agree with the arguments of Lee, Flint, Hite, Beer and Briggs, in that the
members of the Bloomsbury Group, close friends such as T.S. Eliot, and Woolf’s formative
experiences were used to create the fictional characters in The Waves. However, this chapter
emphasizes how a crucial aspect of Woolf’s fictional characters and the Bloomsbury Group has
been overlooked: the posthumanistic reading of the theater created by the Bloomsberries, which
is reflected in the novel. My research advances a character analysis of The Waves that agrees
with correlations found in the scholarship and literary criticism mentioned thus far, however I
redirect the discussion toward a posthumanistic reading that allows Woolf’s characters to speak
to the theater of the Bloomsbury Group (i.e. their interpersonal relationships and individual
idiosyncrasies). Furthermore, my analysis considers Woolf’s aesthetic choices and philosophical
concerns in The Waves from a vantage point of the post-human condition.31 By repositioning The
Waves in contemporary aesthetics and philosophy, new questions surface such as: What insight
does Woolf’s blurring of real people, personal experiences, and fictional characters offer us in
regards to the Bloomsbury Group? Why is the character Percival silent amid a chorus of
soliloquies? How does The Waves present a mode of becoming for the individual or entity as a
shared experience? How does The Waves anticipate contemporary situations in the post-human
experience? Repositioning The Waves and the Bloomsbury Group within contemporary
aesthetics and philosophy will address these gaps in scholarship and literary criticism, in which
Woolf and the Bloomsberries are overwhelmingly treated as Modernists. My posthumanistic
reading of The Waves will address these questions, and furthermore, consider Woolf’s character
assemblages and hybrids as providing, philosophically, a broader idea of human consciousness
vis-à-vis a posthumanistic theater.
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Additionally, I will argue that the theatrics of the Bloomsbury Group are rendered in The
Waves and that its characters and situations speak to the social entanglements, eroticism, and
intellectual flight of the Bloomsbury Group. Thus, my posthumanistic reading will allow us to
fully enter the characters as permeable, performative, and collaborative subjects. I thereby redepict the Bloomsbury Group as modernist actors performing within the late Victorian
socioeconomic, gender, and sexual constructs in order to change them, and in order to protect the
radical private lives of the group. I aim to dispel the misguided assumption that overlooks the
“masterpiece” of Woolf’s literary oeuvre as a viable source of insight into the internal workings
of the Bloomsbury Group—because of its invention as a novel (Hite xxxv; V. Woolf, Diary Vol.
Four 36). I will leverage the best insights from The Waves and from the Bloomsberries’
dynamics to cast light on the group’s collective performativity, and the similarities and
differences between Woolf’s fictional characters in relation to real members, events, and
memories of the Bloomsberries. By approaching Virginia Woolf and the Bloomsbury Group
from the intersection of aesthetics and postmodern theory, we will discover that The Waves
offers valuable impressions of the lives the Bloomsberries led, and offers new assemblages and
hybrids of Bloomsbury personalities.
Fiction offers a literary domain that is autonomous and free forming. It is not bound by
the factual content restrictions of memoir, essay, autobiography and other epistolary forms. The
creative potential for fictional forms is boundless and it welcomes the integration of philosophy,
aesthetics, and social change. Fiction is also safeguarded; masked as fabrication, it offered an
escape from the cultural taboos and social restraints of the Early Victorian era. In Woolf’s
autobiographical essay, A Sketch of The Past, she articulates how her writing process brought
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together the otherwise violently incongruent moments of everyday life. She describes this as a
visceral experience:
I feel that I have had a blow; but it is not, as I thought as a child, simply a blow from an
enemy hidden behind the cotton wool of daily life; it is or will become a revelation of
some order; it is a token of some real thing behind appearance; and I make it real by
putting it into words. It is only by putting it into words that I make it whole; this
wholeness means that it has lost its power to hurt me; it gives me, perhaps because by
doing so I take away the pain, a great delight to put the severed parts together. Perhaps
this is the strongest pleasure known to me. It is the rapture I get when in writing I seem to
be discovering what belongs to what; making a scene come right; making a character
come together. From this I reach what I might call a philosophy; at any rate it is a
constant idea of mine; that behind the cotton wool is hidden a pattern; that we—I mean
all human beings—are connected with this; that the whole world is a work of art; that we
are parts of the work of art. Hamlet or a Beethoven quartet is the truth about this vast
mass that we call world. But there is no Shakespeare, there is no Beethoven; certainly and
emphatically there is no God; we are the words; we are the music; we are the thing itself.
And I see this when I have a shock. (V. Woolf, MB 72)
Woolf unsheathed from daily life what unites and divides us in our imperfect human condition.
She used fiction to bring her reflections on life together, and into a larger philosophical concept
of an art of living. Furthermore, Woolf relied on fiction to help her make sense of her
relationships to people and places in time, her physical experiences, and her perception of daily
events. Woolf’s tenacity to capture in words what was real in the obscurity of her life offers
essential impressions, especially for the theater of the Bloomsbury Group, as she aims to reveal
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what is “hidden behind the cotton wool of daily life” (V. Woolf, MB 72). The freedom and
safety of fiction allowed her to fully render her genius and artistry while protecting herself, the
people she loved, and their lifestyles.
The Waves, as a creative work, continues to be relevant in contemporary aesthetics and
philosophy by artistically demonstrating an intersubjective realm of consciousness. Woolf
presents an increasingly fragmented yet interconnected world and consciousness while
simultaneously searching for what is essential to the ‘self’ (Lee 75). Her articulation of
consciousness moves in multiplicity and oscillates with other organisms, machines, architectural
spaces, and psychic realms. The Waves presents a mode of becoming for the individual or entity
as a shared experience; it contributes to informing our understanding of identity as not limited to
one’s individual body and mind.
To support these claims, I will first refer to Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of the role of the
hero in a dialogic discourse. I posit that Woolf’s silent character, Percival, inverts Bakhtin’s
concept of the polyphonic hero in Dostoevsky’s novels, by inserting episodes of worldly insight
and self-awareness into the shifting intersubjective soliloquies of the voiced characters.
Dostoevsky’s revolutionary style of storytelling broke the barrier of traditional monologic
discourse with the polyphonic novel. A monologic discourse serves as a soundboard for a single
speaker or consciousness, or as Bakhtin describes, a “mouthpiece” for the author (51). The
Waves is polyphonic, however, in that its characters’ soliloquies are equally weighted and their
conscious centers are permeable; they present what Bakhtin describes as: “a world of
autonomous subjects, not objects” (7). I argue that Percival’s silence functions as an apparatus
for a fluid exchange of perception, self-consciousness, and worldly insight.
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In addition, I refer to Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari’s concept of a ‘rhizome,’ and will
connect their theories of ‘multiplicity,’ modes of ‘becoming,’ and their idea of a ‘haecceity’ to
Woolf’s blurring of real people, personal experiences, and fictional characters. The Waves
creates a posthumanistic theater by interlinking voiced, human soliloquies with the non-human.
The novel thereby demonstrates a ‘rhizomatic’ experience that advances hybrids, assemblages,
and alternative modes of becoming that are highly performative. I will then turn to Rosi
Braidotti’s repositioning of Deleuze and Guattari’s ideas within a contemporary feminist context.
Braidotti’s reflections on the ‘transitory nature’ of Deleuze and Guattari’s rhizomatic experience
help reposition Woolf’s articulation of the body, its corporeal intelligence, motherhood, Woolf’s
own mental and physical illness, as alternative states of consciousness. The Waves tangibly
locates Virginia Woolf and select Bloomsbury members within a post-human experience, thus
we will discover that it artistically advances a shifting threshold of intersubjectivity and renders
possibilities of a permeable consciousness. Bernard describes this well in the final soliloquy of
The Waves “. . . I am not one person; I am many people; I do not altogether know who I am . . .”
(V. Woolf 205). I argue the following points regarding the characters of The Waves: First,
Bernard is an assemblage of both Desmond MacCarthy and Virginia Woolf. Second, Jinny is an
assemblage of Mary Hutchinson, Lydia Lopokova, Virginia Woolf and Lytton Strachey. Jinny’s
exaggerated display of her gender expresses elements of drag performance. To support this claim
I reference Judith Butler’s theory of compulsory heterosexuality. Third, Woolf also creates
character hybrids, or what I describe as post-human portraits of T.S. Eliot, Lytton Strachey (a
very different rendering from the character Jinny), Vanessa Bell, and herself. The character
assemblages and hybrids in The Waves are rhizomatic and advance an idea of intersubjective
consciousness, and a corporeal intelligence that is not limited to the body, space, or linear time.
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This chapter is divided into two sections that thematically split the speaking characters of
The Waves from the silent character, Percival. I analyze the aesthetic and philosophical
ramifications of Virginia Woolf’s juxtaposition of speaking characters and acoustic spaces with
non-speaking characters and spaces that are devoid of human consciousness. In section 1:
Silence, Soliloquy, and Percival, Woolf’s Polyphonic Hero, I posit that Percival’s silence and
role as a polyphonic hero supports the increasingly complex and intertwined soliloquies of the
voiced characters. In section 2: Rhizomatic Assemblages and Character Hybrids in The Waves, I
argue that Woolf’s character assemblages and hybrids deliver, philosophically, a broader idea of
human consciousness, which was also present in the posthumanistic theater of the Bloomsbury
Group.

2.1 SILENCE, SOLILOQUY, AND PERCIVAL, WOOLF’S POLYPHONIC HERO
What attributes describe a hero? Bravery, loyalty, sacrifice and honor might come to
mind. Beauty, tragedy, and a quest are also elements of a traditional heroic narrative. American
mythologist, Joseph Campbell describes a pattern that he claims occurs historically and crossculturally in stories of the hero in his book, The Hero with A Thousand Faces:
The standard path of the mythological adventure of the hero is the magnification of the
formula represented in the rites of passage: separation—initiation—return: which might
be named the nuclear unit of the monomyth . . . Popular tales represent the heroic action
as physical; the higher religions show the deed to be moral; nevertheless, there will be
found astonishingly little variation in the morphology of the adventure, the character
roles involved, the victories gained. If one or another of the basic elements of the
archetypal pattern is omitted from a given fairy tale, legend, ritual, or myth, it is bound to
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be somehow or other implied—and the omission itself can speak volumes for the history
and pathology of the example . . . (Campbell 23-30).
Homer’s epic poem, The Odyssey may come to mind as an archetypical heroic narrative—a
widely celebrated story that Campbell describes as a “call to adventure” (42). The epic follows
the Greek hero, Odysseus on his arduous return home from the Trojan War, to Ithaca, in which
his is both assisted and attacked by the gods, and suffers the toils of shipwreck amongst other
extraordinary events. After ten years at war, and then years sailing home, he finally defeats all
challenges, vanquishes all enemies, and is reunited with his wife, Penelope, and their son
Telemachus. The Odyssey survived approximately 2,700 years and continues to inform the role
of the hero in literary narratives (Knox 3). Aristotle, however, argued that The Odyssey was the
not the best type of heroic narrative, because of its plot construction and its happy ending.
Rather, Sophocles’ tragedy, Oedipus, in which the hero falls from good fortune to disaster, has a
more successful plot because of its: “imitation of events that evoke fear and piety” in the
audience (Poetics 20). We recall the sad fate of Oedipus, who, despite his efforts to avoid his
fate, fulfills a prophecy of marrying his mother and killing his father; the recognition of his
actions destroys his world, and he blinds himself. In the following passage, Aristotle articulates
the kind of attributes a tragic hero must express in relation to the plot, in order to successfully
provoke piety or fear in the audience:
[The hero is] the sort of person who is not outstanding in moral excellence or justice; on
the other hand, the change to bad fortune which he undergoes is not due to any moral
defect or depravity, but to an error of some kind. He is one of those people who are held
in great esteem and enjoy great good fortune, like Oedipus, Thestes, and distinguished
men from that kind of family. (21)

89
Woolf’s character, Percival, is adored and envied by his peers and he is their hero. He is of good
fortune until tragically he dies falling from his horse in India. Percival embodies the unfortunate
fate that makes for a successful Aristotelian hero. Woolf refuses the traditional structure of plot,
yet employs the historical role of the hero and his call to adventure within the intersubjective
realm of a polyphonic novel. The character Neville reacts to the news of Percival’s untimely
death: “He fell. His horse tripped. He was thrown. The sails of the world have swung round and
caught me on the heard. All is over. The lights of the world have gone out” (V. Woolf, Waves
109). Thus Percival, a silent character in The Waves, honors certain literary constructs of a
traditional hero, such as provoking adoration and envy amongst his peers, going on a quest, and
exhibiting bravery, yet Percival simultaneously redefines the role of the hero by way of a
dialogic discourse. Percival manifests in the novel as a shifting plane of self-consciousness, his
role takes a fluid form within the intersubjective soliloquies and interconnected lives of the six
voiced characters. In a play of silence and soliloquy, Percival’s consciousness, as internal
dialogue, is transferred to the voiced subjects. Thus Woolf creates a silent hero who operates
purely within the other characters’ internal and dialogic discourse.
Bloomsbury member, Thoby Stephan, inspired Percival’s character. Leonard Woolf
asserts in his essay, Cambridge Friends and Influences: “There is no doubt that Percival in that
book [The Waves] contains something of Thoby Stephen, Virginia’s brother, who died of typhoid
aged twenty-six in 1906” (L. Woolf, Bloomsbury 126). Leonard Woolf, in addition to being
Virginia’s husband, was an editor and first reader of many of her literary works, and thus
commands a high authority in this opinion.32 Additionally, Leonard Woolf and Thoby Stephen
knew each other at Trinity College and developed a friendship at school. Upon finishing The
Waves, Virginia Woolf wrote in her diary (February 7, 1931), “I have been sitting these 15
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minutes in a state of glory, & calm, & some tears, thinking of Thoby & if I could write Julian
Thoby Stephen 1881-1906 on the first page. I suppose not” (Woolf, Diary Vol. Four 10).
Woolf’s closing passage in The Waves connects the character Bernard to Percival as he rides
against death, “the enemy” (220). Bernard is one of multiple characters in The Waves who shares
“formative experiences” with his creator (Hite xlix). What insight does Percival offer us about
Thoby Stephen as a member of the Bloomsbury Group, and furthermore, about Virginia Woolf?
Why is Percival silent in a chorus of soliloquies? We will now consider these questions, and the
role of a silent hero in relation to soliloquy.
Virginia and Vanessa Stephan shared an intense friendship with Thoby as young adults
and his unexpected death from typhoid fever was devastating for them (1906). Furthermore,
Thoby’s early passing was soon after the death of their parents, Julia and Leslie Stephen, (1895,
1904) and the sudden death of their elder half-sister, Stella Duckworth (1897). These traumatic
events, amongst others, played a formative role in shaping the lives of Virginia and Vanessa
Stephen (V. Woolf, Bloomsbury 43), and particularly for Virginia, who suffered two major
mental breakdowns in both 1895 and 1904, coinciding with her parents’ deaths (Lee 171-74).
The loss of Thoby created a vacuous space in life for Virginia, what Quentin Bell (Vanessa
Bell’s son) calls a disaster in his aunt’s biography:
Two years later she still felt her loss acutely; it was odd to be living in a world that did
not contain him, and even after twenty years it still seemed to her that her own continuing
life was no more than an excursion without him, and that death would be no more than a
return to his company. (Q. Bell, Biography 112)
This depression that Bell describes is supported by Woolf’s own accounts in her diary (October
11, 1929): “How I suffer, & no one knows how I suffer, walking up this street, engaged with my
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anguish, as I was after Thoby died—alone; fighting something alone” (V. Woolf, Diary Vol.
Three 259-60). In tandem with Thoby’s death there was a palpable feeling of isolation that
Woolf experienced during her prolonged mourning.
For Vanessa Stephan, Thoby’s death prompted her to accept Clive Bell’s offer of
marriage – just two days after his death. Vanessa turned to Clive to fill the void left by Thoby,
whereas its vacuum engulfed Virginia (Q. Bell, Biography 110-12). The early members of the
Bloomsbury Group were also enormously impacted by his death, and his absence drastically
shifted the group’s dynamics, as Thoby played a lead role in their Thursday evenings (V. Woolf,
Bloomsbury 46-57). Thoby was instrumental in the forming of their early conversations, parties,
and social clubs; what came to be the early members of Bloomsbury where a collection of his
Cambridge friends33 and the Stephen sisters. Remembering this period of the Bloomsbury Group,
Vanessa writes, rather poignantly, how Thoby’s death impacted the group members:
Then after a holiday in Greece social evenings and our small circle generally seemed
crushed by tragedy of Thoby’s death of typhoid fever at the age of twenty-six. He had
seemed essential to the life and structure of our circle, but in youth, I suppose, no one is
essential. The young mercifully recover from any blow and though it was true that life
was changed for us yet something began to revive. (V. Bell, Bloomsbury 107)
Life for the Bloomsbury Group did regain vibrancy; they began meeting again for Thursday
evenings, in 1907 at the new location of Fitzroy Square (V. Woolf, Bloomsbury 51-52) hosted by
Virginia and Adrian Stephan. While time helped to heal the pain of Thoby’s early death, he
remained important to the work of Woolf, who draws on her memory of him for characters in
both The Waves, and Jacob’s Room (Hite lvii).
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Similar to the Bloomsberries’ recovery from the death of Thoby Stephan, the characters
in The Waves struggle to reconcile the death of Percival, as they are propelled into their future by
their soliloquies. Percival haunts their private thoughts, and he is multiplied in their
intersubjective reflections throughout the novel: “What can we do to keep him? How bridge the
distance between us? How fan the fire so that it blazes for ever? How signal to all time to come
that we, who stand in the street, in the lamplight, loved Percival?” (V. Woolf, Waves 106).
Woolf’s work often delineates the substance of life by its withdrawal in death; it’s challenging to
tease one out without the other, as life and death are tightly interwoven. This is true for The
Waves, which tracks the lives of seven characters, engaged in a quest against death. Bernard best
articulates this quest in the book’s final soliloquy:
Death is the enemy. It is death against whom I ride with my spear couched and my hair
flying back like a young man’s, like Percival’s, when he galloped in India. I strike spurs
into my horse. Against you I will fling myself, unvanquished and unyielding, O Death!
The waves broke on the shore. (V. Woolf 220)
Percival is unique among the characters in The Waves because he is the only character who is
almost entirely voiceless, save for one exclamation of ‘No’ (V. Woolf 26). Contemporary
scholarship on The Waves often fails to notice the significance of Percival as a silent character in
relation to the voiced soliloquies, rather focusing on the six voiced soliloquies, or on his role as a
traditional hero who dies tragically like Thoby Stephen. For example, Hite recognizes Percival’s
similarity to Thoby Stephen and connects his role as a hero in relation to the “Arthurian
tradition” (Hite lix). Additionally, Beer also connects Percival to the “Arthurian legend” of
Parsifal (Beer 85), and Briggs connects Percival to a tribal “sun hero or year hero who falls back
to earth when the sun is at its zenith” (Briggs, Inner Life 254), and, like Hite, connects attributes
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of Thoby Stephan to Percival. Percival is important because his thoughts remain removed from
the intersubjective soliloquies; furthermore, his internal dialogue remains concealed. I agree with
Hite, Beer, and Briggs that Percival was based on Thoby Stephan, and furthermore, Percival
embodied the role of a hero; however my argument proposes that Percival was a polyphonic hero
(Bakhtin 45-75); his silence plays a critical role as an apparatus, for heroic insight, for the six
polyphonic soliloquies. Similar to the impenetrable consciousness of Percival was the internal
workings of Thoby’s clandestine mind for Virginia. Thoby Stephen’s intellectual and emotional
landscape remained private, and this was deeply frustrating to Virginia. Quentin Bell’s biography
speaks of the intellectual distance that Thoby allotted himself from Virginia:
Her immediate desire was to know more of him. There was so much that she did not
know, for Thoby did not repay his sisters’ love with open affection or confidences – they
were all too reserved for that and there were, of course, things that a fellow does not
discuss with his sisters. There was therefore much of his private and intellectual life
which remained mysterious and could now never be discovered unless, perhaps, one of
his Cambridge friends would write something. She addressed herself to Lytton Strachey
who, after a year, had to confess that he found the task too difficult. Clive refused it also
and she talked to Saxon Sydney-Turner, who appealed to Leonard Woolf in Ceylon, but
he too was unable to help. (112)
Adding insult to injury, it was the circumstance of Virginia’s sex and the social etiquette of
Victorian England that excluded her from intimate conversation with her brother. This was the
power dynamic of the English patriarchal order that overtly oppressed women. Woolf railed
against this type of social discrimination, in works such as A Room of One’s Own, Three
Guineas, Night and Day, and The Years (Marcus 162).
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While Quentin Bell recognizes and draws connections between the character Percival and
Thoby Stephen, it is only because they share an early, unexpected death (Q. Bell, Biography
112). Furthermore, Bell acknowledges the frustration and effort on behalf of Virginia to become
more familiar with her brother after his death, yet he fails to connect this to the silence of
Percival, and to recognize the sharp feminist underpinnings of Woolf’s depiction of Percival.
Bell describes Woolf as having “an amused yet resentful curiosity about the privileged masculine
society of Cambridge” (Q. Bell, Biography 112), a weak portrayal of the great thinker’s literary
and social ferocity, and furthermore, an underestimation of the feminist fire that necessarily
burned in this Victorian female intellectual. If we compare Percival to Thoby, we see embedded
in his silence Virginia’s frustrations with the Late Victorian patriarchy. Furthermore, in Percival,
we also see a critique of English Imperialism, as Percival dies a tragic and unnecessary death
when thrown from his horse after taking a post in a British colony in India.
In Leonard Woolf’s memories, we find an agreeable description of Thoby Stephen.
Leonard offers insight into Thoby’s attributes and personality that Virginia conceals from us in
Percival, save for his “monolithic” character (V. Woolf, Waves 58). Leonard Woolf writes:
He [Thoby Stephen] gave one an impression of physical magnificence. He was six foot
two, broad-shouldered and somewhat heavily made, with a small head set elegantly upon
the broad shoulders so that it reminded one of the way in which the small head is set upon
the neck of a well-bred Arab horse. His face was extraordinarily beautiful and his
character was as beautiful as his face. In his monolithic character, his monolithic
common-sense . . . Any wild statement, speculative judgment, or Strachean exaggeration
would be met with a ‘Nonsense, my good fellow’, from Thoby, and then a sentence of
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profound, but humorous, common-sense, and a delighted chuckle (L. Woolf, Bloomsbury
126-27).
The image that Leonard gives us of Thoby is that of beauty, physical power and worldly sense; a
fine specimen to sketch into a traditional hero. To this end, the name Percival commands elite
chivalry, as Percival was one of the Arthurian Knights, famous for his quest for the Holy Grail
(Hite lix). Professor Gillian Beer expands on Woolf’s Percival and his historical namesake:
Percival is cricket captain, and later rows, rides, and hunts. He appears to be entirely
unreflective and like his namesake Parsifal is both pure and ignorant. He is a man at ease
in the world of Empire and action, beloved, absurd, mocked and adored by the other
characters in their youth. Like Parsifal he is a knight who is also maladroit, unable to ask
the right question at the right time. (Beer 85)
As Beer points out in the passage above, Percival is described as “clumsy” and “heavy” (V.
Woolf, Waves 25). Additionally, the emotional qualities he evokes in other characters are similar
to the legend of his namesake. Yet Woolf’s Percival breaks from the long lineage of polished
heroes who shimmer in their regalia. The brilliance of The Waves’ variation of Percival is his
silence, which moves alongside the other character’s soliloquies. Through these six dramatic
soliloquies, Percival becomes a signifier for their love, hate, indifference, unattainable ideals and
their innermost desires. He provides a vital link in their shared reflections of the world,
themselves, and of each other. If we return again to Leonard Woolf’s memoirs, he continues to
describe Thoby Stephen’s nature and intellect. Surely the young Virginia Stephen had a sense of
what she was being excluded from, and indeed, it was something tremendous:
[Thoby] had greater personal charm than anyone I have ever known, and, unlike all other
great ‘charmers’, he seemed, and I believe was, entirely unconscious of it. It was, no
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doubt, partly physical, partly due to the unusual combination of sweetness of nature and
affection with rugged intelligence and a complete lack of sentimentality, and partly to
those personal flavors of the soul which are as unanalyzable and indescribable as the
scents of flowers or the overtones in a line of great poetry (L. Woolf, Bloomsbury 12627).
We now see Thoby’s physical appearance, social position, and sensibility – he gives flesh to our
hero; Virginia Woolf does not do this for Percival. He exists in the reflections of internal
dialogue, which are voiced by the other characters; therefore he is fluid and not fixed. Percival is
constantly being constructed by a character’s desire, or deconstructed by his or her envy.
Percival does not exist as a thinking entity within the intersubjective exchange of soliloquies; his
heroic insight, his awareness of the world and consciousness of ‘self’ is transferred completely to
the other characters. The six voiced characters thus fabricate Percival’s heroic insight of the
world and of the self. The Waves’ voiced characters (Jinny, Susan, Neville, Louis, Bernard and
Rhoda) take on the critical characteristics that Mikhail Bakhtin describes in Dostoevsky’s
rendering of the hero. In Bakhtin’s book, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, he writes: “What is
important to Dostoevsky is not how his hero appears in the world but first and foremost how the
world appears to his hero, and how the hero appears to himself” (47). In this passage Bakhtin is
contrasting the traditional role of the hero in a monologic narrative to the hero rendered in the
polyphonic voice. Bakhtin describes the problems of a hero within a monologic narrative:
In a monologic artistic world, the idea, once placed in the mouth of a hero who is
portrayed as fixed and finalized image of reality, inevitably loses its direct power to
mean, becoming a mere aspect of reality, one more of reality’s predetermined features,
indistinguishable from any other manifestation of the hero. (79)
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In contrast, Bakhtin elevates Dostoevsky’s ability to construct a polyphonic hero in dialogic
discourse:
Dostoevsky knew how to reveal, to see, to show the true realm of the life of an idea. The
idea lives not in one person’s isolated individual consciousness—if it remains there only,
it degenerates and dies. The idea begins to live, that is to take shape, to develop, to find
and renew its verbal expression, to give birth to new ideas, only when it enters into
genuine dialogic relationships with other ideas, with the ideas of others. Human thought
becomes genuine thought, that is, an idea, only under conditions of living contact with
another and alien thought, a thought embodied in someone else’s voice, that is, in
someone else’s consciousness expressed in discourse. At that point of contact between
voice-consciousnesses the idea is born and lives. (87-88)
Similar to Dostoevsky’s hero in the polyphonic novel, Percival exists only in the other characters
consciousness, therefore consciousness is the artistic medium of his construction; the distinct
soliloquies of the characters create him. According to Bakhtin: “Dostoevsky sought a hero who
would be occupied primarily with the task of becoming conscious, the sort of hero whose life
would be concentrated on the pure function of gaining consciousness of himself and the world”
(50). This is expressed in the alternating soliloquies of the voiced characters in Virginia Woolf’s
novel The Waves.
Bakhtin’s concept of the hero in a polyphonic novel has interesting ramifications in The
Waves because of Percival’s silence. His silent presence takes on the disruptive form of noise
within the thoughts of the other characters. American composer, John Cage, considers noise in
his book Silence, postulating that: “There is no such thing as an empty space or an empty time.
There is always something to see, something to hear. In fact, try as we may to make a silence, we
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cannot” (8). Just as Cage finds noise in his quest for silence, Percival’s silent character manifests
as “something to see, something to hear” (8). When Percival appears in the other characters’
soliloquies he summons a pivotal moment of self-reflection, and furthermore, an aesthetic
experience that renders the present moment and the world as palpable. Woolf thereby shares
Dostoevsky’s revolution of placing the hero in a dialogic discourse, yet Woolf also splits in a
radical way from Dostoevsky’s hero, because the expression of Percival’s consciousness is
solely transferred via the other characters’ soliloquies. Thus Woolf’s polyphonic hero acts as an
apparatus to amplify the details of the world as remarkable, to foster raw and untamable
emotions for aesthetic experiences that cast light on the present moment of an intersubjective
consciousness. In the following passage, Louis exclaims how he resents the power of Percival,
yet how he needs Percival:
Now grass and trees, the travelling air blowing empty spaces in the blue which they then
recover, shaking the leaves which then replace themselves, and our ring here, sitting, with
our arms binding our knees, hint at some other order, and better, which makes a reason
everlastingly. This I see for a second, and shall try tonight to fix in words, to forge in a
ring of steel, though Percival destroys it, as he blunders off, crushing the grasses, with the
small fry trotting subservient after him. Yet it is Percival I need; for it is Percival who
inspires poetry (V. Woolf, Waves 27).
Louis is an insecure character; he suffers terribly from social stigma of being a foreigner and his
Australian accent embarrasses him. Louis pursues poetry along with the shipping industry in
London and strives for social and intellectual distinction. Louis’ raw emotions are revealed in his
soliloquy and they give agency to Percival, who emerges demonstrably hand-in-hand with poetry
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and a collective present moment. The Waves thus inverts Bakhtin’s concept of the polyphonic
hero by inserting the hero’s awareness and insight into the soliloquies of the voiced characters.
Woolf’s silent hero signifies a shifting plane of consciousness and worldly reflection,
which is explicitly and unapologetically interconnected through aesthetics. Each manifestation of
Percival offers a new plane of representation. Yet, as Bakhtin points out in Dostoevsky’s hero,
Percival too, remains “unchanged in content” (49). With each soliloquy, another chamber of the
characters’ hearts and minds open in the presence of Percival. Each time he passes through an
internal dialogue, the character’s world and self-consciousness is exposed. In the following
passage, Neville’s soliloquy comes to life in a cinemagraphic moment, setting the stage for
Percival, who will enter in the next passage. In accordance with Bahktin’s concept of the
polyphonic hero, Neville’s internal dialogue channels the heroic revelation of the world and selfconsciousness (47):
“In a world which contains the present moment,” said Neville, “why discriminate?
Nothing should be named lest by so doing we change it. Let it exist, this bank, this
beauty, and I, for one instant, steeped in pleasure. The sun is hot. I see the river. I see
trees specked and burnt in the autumn sunlight. Boats float past, through the red, through
the green. Far away a bell tolls, but not for death. There are bells that ring for life. A leaf
falls, from joy. Oh, I am in love with life! Look how the willow shoots its fine sprays into
the air! Look how through them a boat passes, filled with indolent, with unconscious,
with powerful young men. They are listening to the gramophone; they are eating fruit out
of paper bags. They are tossing the skins of bananas, which then sink eel-like, into the
river. All they do is beautiful. There are cruets behind them and ornaments; their rooms
are full of oars and oleographs but they have turned all to beauty. (V. Woolf, Waves 58)
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Neville’s soliloquy expresses the temporality of the present moment and it encourages us to let
go of our intelligible designs of the world, “lest we should change it,” rather we are encouraged
to be in the world during an aesthetic moment and to notice the self-conscious ‘I’: “[l]et it exist,
this bank, this beauty, and I, for one instant, steeped in pleasure” (V. Woolf, Waves 58). The
passage continues, with the majestic, illusory and animal-like nature of Percival:
That boat passes under the bridge. Another comes. Then another. That is Percival,
lounging on the cushions, monolithic, in giant repose. No, it is only one of his satellites,
imitating his monolithic, his giant repose. He alone is unconscious of their tricks, and
when he catches them at it he buffets them good-humouredly with a blow of his paw” (V.
Woolf, Waves 58).
Percival’s playful “blow of his paw” is reminiscent of Thoby’s expression ‘Nonsense, my good
fellow’ (V. Woolf, Waves 58; L. Woolf, Bloomsbury 127).
Neville has given voice to consciousness, the world, and voiceless Percival. Percival
maintains his silence for almost the entirety of The Waves, however there is one passage in
which Percival speaks; it theatrically indicates a shift in the soliloquies from youth to adulthood,
when the characters’ thoughts are more tightly entangled and remain so for the duration of the
novel. The following episode occurs in the second chapter and is narrated by Neville:
They catch the phrases as they bubble. They let the feathery grasses tickle their noses.
And then we all feel Percival lying heavy among us. His curious guffaw seems to
sanction our laughter. But now he has rolled himself over in the long grass. He is, I think,
chewing a stalk between his teeth. He feels bored; I too feel bored. Bernard at once
perceives that we are bored. I detect a certain effort, an extravagance in his phrase, as if
he said ‘Look!’ but Percival says ‘No.’ For he is always the first to detect insincerity; and
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is brutal in the extreme. The sentence tails off feebly. Yes, the appalling moment has
come when Bernard’s power fails him and there is no longer any sequence and he sags
and twiddles a bit of string and falls silent, gaping as if about to burst into tears. Among
the tortures and devastations of life is this then – our friends are not able to finish their
stories. (V. Woolf, Waves 26).
Percival’s consciousness is palpable within the other characters soliloquies: “He feels bored; I
too feel bored” (V. Woolf, Waves 26). Yet according to Bakhtin, it is critical for the hero’s
consciousness to not simply be mirrored, or duplicated by the other characters because this
would create a kind of “second hand” personality, which would thereby be a monologic position
(59). Bakhtin describes this beautifully when he writes, “[a] man never coincides with himself”
(59).
There must be an interplay of dialogic discourse, otherwise the voiceless character will
become objectified and fade out entirely from the dialogic process. This is exactly what happens
to Old Crane, the Headmaster of the school for boys in The Waves. Bernard describes listening to
Old Crane: “He sways slightly, mouthing out his tremendous and sonorous words. I love
tremendous and sonorous words. But his words are too hearty to be true. Yet he is by this time
convinced of their truth” (V. Woolf, Waves 21). Old Crane is thereby objectified into a mute
image, we do not hear him voice “sonorous words” (21).34 Bakhtin claims: “The genuine life of
the personality is made available only through a dialogic penetration of that personality, during
which it freely and reciprocally reveals itself” (59). Percival’s ‘No’ assures that he does not
disappear into his silence; he remains a viable, living character in the soliloquy sequence. Similar
to the marked manifestation of silence on paper, like a caesura in poetry, or music, Percival’s
utterance of ‘No’ anchors him in the soliloquies and it confirms his autonomous and free will as
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the hero. If the hero had one utterance to meet death with, it would most certainly be ‘No,’ and
the gravity of Percival’s utterance collapses the other character’s soliloquies. Percival’s
command halts Bernard’s storytelling, which is aimed to divert the group from their
surroundings, themselves, and the experience of boredom. Thus Percival flexes his heroic
agency, to expel “insincerity” from the intersubjective soliloquies, securing the realm of internal
dialogue, and worldly reflection—in its most banal moment (V. Woolf, Waves 26). Woolf,
furthermore has paired unrestrained and boisterous laughter with the “tickling of noses,” a
seemly childlike moment of delight, with the reflection of “[a]mong the tortures and devastations
of life is this then – our friends are not able to finish their stories” (Waves 26). She thereby
alludes to the death of Percival, as an unfinished ‘story,’ and furthermore, to the loss of her
brother. In Percival we have a window on Virginia Woolf’s love for Thoby, and his unfinished
story, as he is rendered in The Waves as a tragic hero. As mentioned above, Percival’s silent
character also directs us to Woolf’s intellectual frustrations in being excluded from her brother’s
thoughts because of her sex (Q. Bell, Biography 112).
This kind of intellectual distance, or isolation, philosophically troubled Woolf, who after
seeing the opera Parsifal in 1909, exclaimed in a personal letter to her sister, Vanessa Bell (see
foot note 2): “I am haunted by the thought that I can never know what anyone is feeling, but I
suppose at my age it [can’t] be helped. It is like trying to jump my shadow” (V. Woolf, Letters
Vol. One 405). Woolf was twenty-seven years old when she wrote this letter to Bell. The Waves,
which is considered to be Woolf’s masterpiece,35 was published in 1931 (Hite xxxi); thus,
twenty-two years after seeing the opera and twenty-five years after Thoby’s death Woolf
continued to grapple with the philosophical problems of intersubjectivity. The Waves presents us
with a tangible experience of “jumping one’s shadow,” in other words, a vision for a shared
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cognitive space. Woolf’s novel destroys the solipsistic concept that only the ‘self’ exists, a reality
delineated and limited by one’s solitary mind. The Waves’ characters are interdependent; they
only exist in relation to each other, and their minds are interlocking. The shared cognitive space
that Woolf creates in The Waves shows us the theater of the Bloomsbury Group as a space of
intellectual, artistic, and sexual alliance. Percival’s role as the polyphonic hero casts light on the
social entanglements, eroticism, and the intellectual accomplishments and failings of the voiced
characters of The Waves, and thereby we as readers may access—through Woolf’s fictionalized
account—the Bloomsbury Group as permeable, performative, and collaborative subjects.

2.2: RHIZOMATIC ASSEMBLAGES AND CHARACTER HYBRIDS IN THE WAVES
Virginia Woolf’s character assemblages and hybrids combine attributes of the
Bloomsberries into six speaking roles, which collectively question and redefine the self, as
multiplicity. Their weblike soliloquies demonstrate how the Bloomsbury Group transgressed
binary roles of gender and sexuality—intellectually, artistically, and domestically.
Philosophically, the speaking characters in The Waves offer a broader idea of human
consciousness; they articulate the complexity of a shared consciousness in terms of the posthuman condition.
John Cage, we will recall, claims that noise is an integral part of silence. Cage also points
out that our human anatomy ensures that we will always hear the sound of our “blood in
circulation” and our “nervous system” (8). Similarly, we find the noisy internal dialogues of six
characters acoustically resonant in the silent presence of Percival. For Cage, this insight
encouraged his exploration and experimentation with the noise of life. In his book, Silence, Cage
expounds on his philosophy of creating music:
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And what is the purpose of writing music? One is, of course, not dealing with purposes
but dealing with sounds. Or the answer must take the form of paradox: a purposeful
purposelessness or a purposeless play. This play, however, is an affirmation of life—not
an attempt to bring order out of chaos nor to suggest improvements in creation, but
simply a way of waking up to the very life we’re living, which is so excellent once one
gets one’s mind and one’s desires out of its way and lets it act of its own accord. (12)
Cage and Woolf shared a philosophy in their creative work that observed and celebrated the
significance of everyday moments in life. Just as Cage woke up to life, Woolf experienced
shocks in life that informed and drove her creative work (Cage 12; V. Woolf, MB 72). As we
recall in Woolf’s A Sketch of the Past, she assembled these shocks into words, to make tangible
what she perceived to be real under the surface of late Victorian era appearances, and
furthermore, to help remove the stinger from difficult revelations in life (V. Woolf, MB 72). In
the same essay, Woolf describes her writing philosophy:
[B]ehind the cotton wool [of daily life] is hidden a pattern; that we—I mean all human
beings—are connected with this; that the whole world is a work of art; that we are parts
of the work of art . . . [W]e are the words; we are the music; we are the thing itself.” (MB
72)
The Waves is testimony to Woolf’s creative effort to arrest these daily insights in words. She
built her fictional characters, spaces, and dialogues from her impressions, or as she describes,
shocks of real people, places and events in her life (Hite xlviii – lix; Lee 194; Briggs, CCVW
73). Woolf’s impressions of the Bloomsbury Group are laid bare in The Waves; yet, she goes
beyond these impressions to create new combinations of the Bloomsbury Group members, her
friends, and of herself.
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Further, by interlocking the characters’ internal dialogues, she creates new territories of
being, where human soliloquies merge with the non-human—separate—and rejoin: “Again, from
some slight twitch I guess your feeling; I have escaped you; I have gone buzzing like a swarm of
bees, endlessly vagrant, with none of your power of fixing remorselessly upon a single object.
But I will return” (V. Woolf, Waves 61). The Waves demonstrates consciousness as a hybrid of
selves, or at times an assemblage of thought, it offers a shifting threshold of intersubjectivity, and
locates Virginia Woolf and Bloomsbury members within a post-human situation (V. Woolf 205).
The novel thereby exhibits Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s concept of a “rhizomatic,”
experience as it portrays possibilities of a permeable consciousness (Deleuze and Guattari, ATP
7).
The Waves voiced characters: Bernard, Jinny, Susan, Louis, Neville, and Rhoda. From
the vantage point of a posthumanistic theater, I posit that Woolf employs three degrees of
hybridization in her voiced characters: first, a character assemblage, in other words, a gathering
of multiple people, spaces, and memories into one fictional character; second, a character hybrid,
that combines at least two real people into one fictional character; third, a character portrait, a
character that uncannily resembles a real person, but is fictionalized. Woolf complicates these
varying degrees of hybridization further by blurring human soliloquies with the non-human.
Furthermore, these character types switch positions and are not static. The soliloquies are
interlinked, and a character’s expression of consciousness is not limited to his/or her own mind;
it trespasses into historical spaces, it morphs into animal form, and it expands into a mythic
realm in the presence of Woolf’s polyphonic hero, Percival.
In the following passage from The Waves, Woolf’s characters transgress the boundaries
of the self into a shared cognitive space. The passage is from the first section of the novel, and
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the characters Bernard and Susan are children. Their soliloquies begin to blur into each other and
their internal dialogues merge. They share an intersubjective moment of consciousness; which
Woolf describes as an unsubstantial territory:
“But when we sit together, close,” said Bernard, “we melt into each other with phrases.
We are edged with mist. We make an unsubstantial territory.” “I see the beetle,” said
Susan. “It is black, I see; it is green, I see; I am tied down with single words. But you
wander off; you slip away; you rise up higher, with words and words in phrases.” “Now,”
said Bernard, “let us explore. There is the house lying among the trees. It lies down there
ever so far beneath us. We shall sink like swimmers just touching the ground with the tips
of their toes. We shall sink through the green air with the leaves, Susan. We sink as we
run. The waves close over us, the beech leaves meet above our heads. (Waves 9)
This unsubstantial territory of shared consciousness is where we may begin our character
analysis. Bernard is an example of a character hybrid. Hite argues that Bernard combines both
Virginia Woolf’s worldly experiences as a writer with the social qualities, and what could be
seen as artistic failings, of Bloomsbury member Desmond MacCarthy (Hite xlix - li). MacCarthy
was a respected literary critic but he was unable to make any major contributions to literature,
unlike other members of the Bloomsbury Group (Hite l). Yet, his potential as a writer was
recognized by his contemporaries and articulated by Woolf in a diary entry from February of
1919:
[I]t is true, & no one can deny it, that he has the floating elements of something brilliant,
beautiful—some book of stories, reflections, studies scattered about in him, for they show
themselves indisputably in his talk. I’m told he wants power; that these fragments never
combine into an argument; that the disconnection of talk is kind to them; but in a book
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they would drift hopelessly apart . . . Desmond was the most gifted of us all. But why did
he never do anything? [T]hey will ask. (Diary Vol. One 241-42)
We hear the literary frustrations of MacCarthy ringing in the voice of Bernard: “I, who am
perpetually making notes in the margin of my mind for some final statement, make this mark,
waiting for some winter’s evening” (V. Woolf, Waves 138). Hite claims that Bernard was not the
only character that Woolf inhabited in The Waves and that other characters such as Neville and
Rhoda share her memories and experiences (Hite li). Hite is not alone in this argument. Flint also
finds traces Virginia Woolf in Neville (Flint xxv), while Briggs claims that all six voiced
characters “borrowed” from Woolf’s experiences (Briggs, CCVW 73).
I substantially agree with this scholarship; Woolf’s characters in The Waves are
metaphorically like a dwelling that she could enter and exist within, at will. Yet Bernard is
granted the privileged role of a writer, and it is through Bernard that we may view Woolf’s own
creative process, and also gain access to her perceptions of her colleague and friend Desmond
MacCarthy. In the following passage, Bernard laments his writing practice:
I need an audience. That is my downfall. That always ruffles the edge of the final
statement and prevents it from forming. . . . I make my phrase and run off with it to some
furnished room where it will be lit by dozens of candles. I need eyes on me to draw out
these frills and furbelows. To be myself (I note) I need the illumination of other people’s
eyes, and therefore cannot be entirely sure what is my self. (V. Woolf, Waves 83)
This passage articulates the literary shortcomings of MacCarthy and his dependence on a kind of
oral performance, and how his phrasemaking shirks meeting the page. Hite also recognizes these
literary similarities: “As MacCarthy and his friends grew older, it became clearer and clearer that
although he talked enthrallingly and wrote intelligent reviews, he never would “do anything” in
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the field of fiction writing” (Hite l). Hite’s character analysis, however, fails to recognize how
Bernard’s situation is a crisis of intersubjectivity; his identity is formed in relation to the other
characters, or in Woolf’s words “the illumination of other people’s eyes,” and what is more, is
that his identity takes on alternative forms that exceed his own body (Waves 83). Bernard’s
identity evades him, and reappears in surprising ways: “Yet, behold, it returns. One cannot
extinguish that persistent smell. It steals in through some crack in the structure—one’s identity”
(V. Woolf, Waves 83). Woolf’s crafting of a spatial, temporal, and phenomenal expression of
individual identity speaks to Deleuze and Guattari’s idea of a “haecceity” (ATP 261). Haecceity,
a term from medieval scholarship for the discrete qualities that make a thing unique for the
thisness of a person or object—was expanded and recast by Deleuze and Guattari to include time
as an intersubjective phenomenon:
There is a mode of individuation very different from that of a person, subject, thing, or
substance. We reserve the name haecceity for it. A season, a winter, a summer, an hour, a
date have a perfect individuality lacking nothing, even though this individuality is
different from that of a thing or a subject. They are haecceities in the sense that they
consist entirely of relations of movement and rest between molecules or particles,
capacities to affect and be affected. (ATP 261)
Bernard’s identity is a kind of haecceity in this sense; he has relational dependence on the other
characters, the projection of time, and human and non-human encounters. Thus Bernard
expresses anxieties and concerns of the post-human; his hybridity presents heterogeneous
perspectives and an impurity of self. His identity is a motley collection of surroundings, events,
sensations, and people:
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What am I? I ask. This? No, I am that. Especially now, when I have left a room, and
people talking, and the stone flags ring out with my solitary footsteps, and I behold the
moon rising, sublimely, indifferently, over the ancient chapel—then it becomes clear that
I am not one and simple, but complex and many. [. . .] In my case something remains
floating, unattached. (V. Woolf, Waves 55)
Bernard’s hybridity gives us a post-human experience of moving “unattached” from Desmond
MacCarthy’s professional and personal attributes to Virginia Woolf’s memories and worldly
experiences as writer; as a haecceity, he “floats” in a constant state of relationships (V. Woolf,
Waves 55).
What does Woolf’s fictionalized character of Bernard say about the writer? Hite and
Flint, amongst other scholars, have established that some of Bernard’s metaphors have a direct
connection to Woolf’s autobiographical essays and or diary entries (Hite xlix; Flint xvi). For
example, Hite and Flint recognize Bernard’s metaphor of a ‘fin’ on the surface of water as
directly corresponding to Woolf’s reflections about life, and her creative experience in the
crafting of The Waves. Woolf describes her vision in her diary, on September 30, 1926, during
episode of despair:
It is this that is frightening & exciting in the midst of my profound gloom, depression,
boredom, whatever it is: One sees a fin passing far out. What image can I reach to convey
what I mean? Really there is none I think. The interesting thing is that in all my feeling &
thinking I have never come up against this before. Life is, soberly & accurately, the
oddest affair; has in it the essence of reality. (Diary Vol. Three 113)
Woolf capsizes a disheartened feeling of insight into a gratifying experience for Bernard in the
final section of The Waves (202). Bernard is in the midst of a drifting soliloquy: “[T]hose
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silences which are now and again broken by a few words, as if a fin rose in the wastes of silence;
and then the fin, the thought, sinks back into the depths spreading round it a little ripple of
satisfaction” (V. Woolf, Waves 202). Passages like these show how Woolf’s own thinking and
experience was crafted into the soliloquies of Bernard. Woolf collected her disparate shocks in
life into something whole by configuring them into her characters; it had therapeutic effect, as it
relieved these frightening moments from having, as she describes: “the power to hurt me; it gives
me, perhaps because by doing so I take away the pain, a great delight to put the severed parts
together” (MB 72). Thus Woolf’s character hybrid of Bernard does not attach completely to
Desmond MacCarthy, or to herself. His soliloquies are in relation to both MacCarthy and Woolf;
he exists as a gathering of events, set into motion and activated by speech, his hybrid forms a
haecceity of occurrences.
Woolf refuses a binary sense of self and other, and expands her characters by assembling
multiple people, and her self into something new. Braidotti calls attention to Deleuze and
Guattari’s scholarship within the context of contemporary feminist theory, acknowledging their
important refusal of binary philosophies, inherited from Hegel, Heidegger, and Husserl, in her
work Nomadic Subjects: “[a] master discourse of the white, masculine, hegemonic, propertyowning subject who posits his consciousness as synonymous with a universal knowing subject
and markets a series of ‘others’ as his ontological props” (Braidotti 246, 254). While Braidotti is
skeptical of Deleuze and Guattari’s success in conceiving a new feminist philosophy, or as they
describe, “becoming-woman” philosophy (ATP 232-309), she acknowledges the progressive
attempt of Deleuze and Guattari’s to create an entirely new model for conceptualizing modes of
consciousness, states of being and becoming, that is removed from “phallocentrism” and
configures a “flux of multiple becoming” (Braidotti, NS 246, 254). We will engage Deleuze and
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Guattari’s concepts of a rhizomatic experience in order to analyze the intersubjective soliloquies
of Woolf’s characters Louis, Susan, Rhoda, and Neville. Deleuze and Guattari’s expound on the
web-like connections of the rhizome:
Principle of multiplicity: it is only when the multiple is effectively treated as a
substantive, “multiplicity,” that it ceases to have any relation to the One as subject or
object, natural or spiritual reality, image and world. Multiplicities are rhizomatic, and
expose arborescent pseudomultiplicities for what they are. There is no unity to serve as a
pivot in the object, or to divide in the subject. There is not even the unity to abort in the
object or “return” in the subject. A multiplicity has neither subject nor object, only
determinations, magnitudes, and dimensions that cannot increase in number without the
multiplicity changing in nature . . . (ATP 8)
The soliloquies in The Waves offer a vision of intersubjectivity that aligns with Deleuze and
Guattari’s concepts of multiplicity. Reciprocally, Deleuze and Guattari’s philosophical concepts
are helpful to us in that they provide a historically new vantage point within Western philosophy
to view Woolf’s characters. In the following passage, the character Louis considers the six
friends’ reliance upon one another and the falsity of imagining a world or consciousness
described otherwise. Louis is recognized by contemporary scholars and literary critiques to be
based on the author and poet Thomas Stearns Eliot, otherwise known as T.S. Eliot (Hite lii, liii;
Beer 87). The following passage is from the last section of The Waves, with Percival, our
polyphonic hero, functioning like an apparatus to support the worldly insight and deep internal
reflections:
“It is Percival,” said Louis, “sitting silent as he sat among the tickling grasses when the
breeze parted the clouds and the formed again, who makes us aware that these attempts to
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say, ‘I am this, I am that,’ which we make, coming together, like separated parts of one
body and soul, are false. Something has been left out from fear. Something has been
altered, from vanity. We have tried to accentuate differences. From the desire to be
separate we have laid stress upon our faults, and what is particular to us. But there is a
chain whirling round, round, in a steel-blue circle beneath.”36 (V. Woolf 99)
Louis’ individuality, his ego, is overwhelmed by the flawed, impure, and heterogeneous
soliloquies. His soliloquy points to the shortcomings of solipsistic thinking and the
disappointment of a ‘self’ that cannot be legitimized by Cartesianism, in other words, a method
of doubt. The crises of these rhizomatic moments in The Waves are catalyzed in the characters
Louis, Susan, Rhoda, and Neville. On the one hand, their one-to-one resemblance to real
Bloomsbury members is uncanny. On the other, their features are slant, originating from the
imagination of Woolf. They are fictionalized hybrids; they are (respectively) post-human
portraits of T.S. Eliot, Vanessa Bell, Virginia Woolf, and Lytton Strachey. When their
multiplicity of self is revealed, it induces states of alarm and confusion in the characters’ internal
dialogue. Indeed, there is something alarming about a shared consciousness that transgresses the
boundaries of the body, for a fluid, permeable existence: “To reach, not the point where one no
longer says I, but the point where it is no longer of any importance whether one says I” (Deleuze
and Guattari, ATP 3). Or as Braidotti describes Deleuze and Guattari’s rhizomatic experience:
“The embodied subject is a term in a process of intersecting forces (affects), spatiotemporal
variables that are characterized by their mobility, changeability, and transitory nature” (Braidotti,
NS 247).
Hite claims that the multifaceted character, Jinny, is a crystallization of Virginia Woolf,
Mary Hutchinson, and Lydia Lopokova (Hite lv). I agree with Hite, but I argue that Woolf’s
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character assemblages go beyond a combination of real people; they are renderings of the posthuman condition. Woolf’s characters are combinations of real people, interior spaces, primordial
landscapes, animals, insects, and non-human parts; their joined soliloquies are intersubjective
and break from a singular mind-body dichotomy. Additionally, I will argue that Hite overlooked
a fourth person in the fictionalized character of Jinny, Bloomsbury member, Lytton Strachey.
Jinny is a character of particular importance because of her gender performativity and explicit
sexuality throughout The Waves. While Rhoda and Neville also provide glimpses into the
workings of the Bloomsberries queer subculture, it is Jinny’s internal dialogues, and heightened
sensual behaviors that offer insight into the sexual performativity of the posthumanistic theater
created by the Bloomsbury Group. Their theater was a protected realm of open relationships,
bisexuality, homosexuality, platonic marriages and alternative domestic partnerships.37 These
relationships were intellectually tolerated, supported, and at times, celebrated by members of
Bloomsbury Group as a sexual and creative revolution (Gordon 72); yet, in practice these unions
and encounters were riddled with jealousy, unrequited love, inner family affairs, and other carnal
and interpersonal drama (Lee 117; Q. Bell, Biography 133; Spalding 73). The impact of these
varying types of Bloomsbury affairs is portrayed in The Waves. Woolf’s characters embody the
volatile and demonstrative feelings that Woolf was known for, what her family described as
“purple rages” (Q. Bell, Biography 35), and they overlap with the temperaments of other
Bloomsbury members. In the eighth section of The Waves, as the novel is drawing to a close,
Neville’s soliloquy speaks to the emotional turmoil of their mixed intimacies and relationship
strife:
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I know what loves are trembling into fire; how jealousy shoots its green flashes hither
and thither; how intricately love crosses love; love makes knots; love brutally tears them
apart. I have been knotted; I have been torn apart. (V. Woolf 157)
This emotional strain and suffering runs throughout the novel. In the second section, the young
Rhoda bemoans her unreciprocated feelings in a homoerotic infatuation: “Miss Perry’s dark eyes
[smolder] with admiration, for Jinny, not me. Miss Perry loves Jinny; and I could have loved her
. . .” (V. Woolf, Waves 28). Rhoda is bisexual, later taking Louis as a lover in adulthood.
Christopher Reed’s essay, Bloomsbury as Queer Subculture, speaks to the complexity of
the Bloomsberries’ relationships, which were safeguarded from public knowledge, as many of
their social encounters were punishable by law; under the “criminalization of ‘gross indecency’
between men in Britain . . .” (Reed 71). Reed reaches the following conclusions about the
Bloomsberries’ queer ethos:
Woolf’s sense of herself as part of a “society of buggers” is crucial to our understanding
of her and of Bloomsbury, not simply as a social circle but as an ideology that combined
aesthetic creativity with a profoundly inventive attitude toward relationships among
children, parents, spouses; that refused to limit notions of family to those relationships;
and that accepted the varieties of emotional and sensual intimacies characteristic of
human experience. (Reed 86)
While Rhoda and Neville express bisexual and homosexual desires, Jinny is decidedly
heterosexual. Yet, Jinny seems to also embody a stereotypically masculine sex drive; her
feminine attributes are overstated and her gender expression takes on the exhibitionist currency
of drag. This exaggeration manifests as a zeal for fashion and preoccupation with body: “I shall
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wear necklaces and a white dress without sleeves at night” (V. Woolf, Waves 38-39); “I should
like a fiery dress, a yellow dress, a fulvous dress to wear in the evening” (13); or:
“That dark woman,” said Jinny, “with high cheek-bones, has a shiny dress, like a shell,
veined, for wearing in the evening. I should like a thin dress shot with red threads that
would gleam in the firelight. Then when the lamps were lit, I should put on my red dress
and it would be thin as a veil, and would wind about my body, and billow out as I came
into the room, pirouetting. It would make a flower shape as I sank down, in the middle of
the room, on a gilt chair.” (V. Woolf, Waves 22-23)
Unlike the other female characters, Rhoda and Susan, Jinny is fixated on the social enactment of
her gender and its desired sexual outcome. Drag performance is popularly thought of as one sex
simply wearing the clothing of the opposite sex, but this entirely misses the complexity of
nuance of gender as a cultural construct (Butler, GT 23-24). There are many gestures,
affectations, vocal intonations, and inflections, and a certain delicacy of behavior that western
cultures ascribe to being “female.” Woolf recognized these qualities in Lytton Strachey, writing
in a letter to Molly MacCarthy on March 1912: “[H]e is in some ways perfect as a friend, only
he’s a female friend.” (V. Woolf, Letters Vol. One 492). In the posthumanistic theater of the
Bloomsbury group, the matrix of gender roles were reconstructed, while the cultural norms of
Victorian times were upheld. In other words, the Bloomsberries worked from within their social
structure to change their social structure, thereby ensuring social status, the proliferation of their
ideas and artistic pursuits. In The Waves, Jinny’s performativity, along with queer the sexualities
of Rhoda and Neville, reveals the radical sensuality of the Bloomsberries’ theater. Judith Butler
writes in her book Gender Trouble:
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In imitating gender, drag implicitly reveals the imitative structure of gender itself—as
well as it contingency. Indeed, part of the pleasure, the giddiness of the performance is in
the recognition of a radical contingency in the relation between sex and gender in the face
of cultural configurations of causal unities that are regularly assumed to be natural and
necessary heterosexual coherence, we see sex and gender denaturalized by means of a
performance which avows their distinctness and dramatizes the cultural mechanism of
their fabricated unity. (187-88)
Jinny’s heightened femaleness suggests a diva, or a man in drag in her dramatic enactment and
display of gender. The Bloomsberries created a social space during the “compulsory
heterosexuality” of the late Victorian era, where gender identity and sexuality could circulate on
multiple levels and be performed to different degrees (Butler, GT 189). Similarly, Butler asks
that we: “Consider gender, for instance, as a corporeal style, and ‘act,’ as it were, which is both
intentional and performative, where ‘performative’ suggests a dramatic and contingent
construction of meaning” (GT 190). In the following passage, is from the third section of The
Waves, the characters are now young adults, and Jinny is at a party in London:
I feel myself shining in the dark. Silk is on my knee. My silk legs rub smoothly together.
The stones of a necklace lie cold on my throat. My feet feel the pinch of shoes. I sit bolt
upright so that my hair may not touch the back of the seat. I am arrayed, I am prepared.
This is the momentary pause; the dark moment. The fiddlers have lifted their bows. (V.
Woolf 72)
Jinny’s display of her body is a manifestation of the corporeal intelligence of her senses, and
offers insight into her phenomenal world. In Hite’s analysis, she claims that Jinny is: “[I]ntensely
unintellectual, heterosexual, sensual, and social character may seem at the furthest removed from
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popular images of the restrained, somewhat dowdy genius of Bloomsbury” (Hite lv). Hite
continues by connecting Virginia Woolf’s “great pleasure in flirting” with Jinny behavior (lv).
This analysis misses the complexity of Bloomsbury’s queer subculture, and the overlapping
affairs of their polyamorous relationships. Jinny is a crescendo of gender play and speaks to the
sexually charged social atmosphere of this play and experimentation. Jinny’s power and
excitement are palpable:
I feel a thousand capacities spring up in me. I am arch, gay, languid, melancholy by turns.
I am rooted, but I flow. All is gold, flowing that way, I say to this one, ‘Come.’ Rippling
black, I say to that one, ‘No.’ One breaks off from his station under the glass cabinet. He
approaches. He makes towards me. This is the most exciting moment I have ever known.
I flutter. I ripple. I stream like a plant in the river, flowing this way, flowing that way, but
rooted, so that he may come to me. ‘Come,’ I say, ‘come.’ (V. Woolf, Waves 73-74)
Jinny is the gathering together and arrangement of multiple Bloomsbury members into surprising
new assemblages. Hite argues that two of these people are Mary Hutchinson and Lydia
Lopokova (Hite lv). Both women entered into the Bloomsbury circle after its core members were
established. Vanessa Bell and Virginia Woolf did not welcome the arrival of these women, and it
took time for them to penetrate Bloomsbury circle of friends, and to come to know the sisters
(Lee 376-79).
A few attributes of Lydia Lopokova are more obvious in Jinny than others. For example,
Jinny’s emergence into society, which is concurrent with her sexual awaking, happens at a party
while dancing (V. Woolf, Waves 74). Lopokova was a professional ballet dancer, who trained
and came from St. Petersburg. Lydia was also the wife of the famous economist, Bloomsbury
member, and bisexual, John Maynard Keynes. Milo Keynes, who is Lopokova’s nephew,
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explains her magic well: “She possessed the mysterious gift of holding an audience in the hollow
of her palm” (3). Jinny shares Lopokova’s social talent and passion for performance in The
Waves; whereas Mary Hutchinson is in Jinny’s passion for dressing and strong sense of personal
aesthetics. Mary Hutchinson was the cousin of Lytton Strachey and Duncan Grant, and she was
married to St. John Hutchinson (Lee 376). She was a writer and the mistress of Clive Bell. When
Hutchinson’s affair with Bell dissolved, she began to share a “semi-erotic friendship” with
Virginia Woolf (Lee 378). Hermione Lee describes Hutchinson:
Mary, worldly, elegantly fashionable, ugly-charming, had a wonderful taste in clothes,
painting, and interior decoration. She was drawn by Matisse, and was a close friend of
Lytton and of T.S. Eliot. A lively letter-writer, a hostess and a mother, sexually
adventurous and with a talent for intimacy, she was not much liked by Vanessa and was a
threatening and intriguing figure to Virginia. (377)
Hutchinson’s sense of fashion, like Lopokova’s physical intelligence and passion for
dance are rendered in Jinny. Jinny’s exaggerated flair for costume and theatrical gestures of
gender mimic drag performance and queer role-playing. Frances Spalding notes Hutchinson’s
clothing: “Mary personified the fashionable and chic . . . and [she] inclined towards the bizarre”
(145). Hite argues that in addition to Hutchinson, and Lopokova, Woolf herself is also mixed
into the character Jinny (Hite lv). “Ginny” was a pet name Woolf kept into adulthood, when she
herself behaved in a childlike and flirtatious manner (Lee 540). I posit that the character
assemblage of Jinny includes a fourth Bloomsbury member, who has been overlooked so far in
scholarship on the subject because of his gender: the author, literary critic, and renowned
homosexual, Lytton Strachey. In an ironic twist, Jinny possesses many of the attributes that
Strachey struggled with: she is at completely present and at home in her body, and her affections
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directed at men are reciprocated. In this capacity, it is Hutchinson and Lopokova who animate
Jinny. Yet, Jinny’s numerous romantic pursuits, self-renewal of the ego through the attention of
others, coquettish nature and once again, costumes point to Strachey. Strachey was known for
having a bawdy sense of humor; when he famously questioned Vanessa Bell about a stain on
dress as being “semen”, it forever changed the Bloomsbury Group by liberating sex in their
conversations (V. Woolf, Bloomsbury 54). Woolf describes him as unlocking a taboo realm of
sex her essay, Old Bloomsbury, a territory that the Bloomsberries had not hereinto been able to
access: “Sex permeated our conversation. The word bugger was never far from our lips. We
discussed copulation with the same excitement and openness that we had discussed the nature of
the good” (V. Woolf, Bloomsbury 54). Strachey was a sexually motivated person with many
male lovers, and intimacies with women in his lifetime.38 Similar to the character Jinny, he
enjoyed flirting and a starry-eyed chase. His proclivity for romance also influenced his creative
work, for example, his piece, Elizabeth and Essex: A Tragic History was novel about the tortured
romance of Elizabeth I, Queen of England and Robert Devereus, Earl of Essex—an affair with a
shocking age difference of more than thirty years (Strachey 4). The following passage is from
Elizabeth and Essex and illustrates the ferocious intellectual intensity which he fell in love:
Human relationships must either move or perish. When two consciousnesses come to a
certain nearness the impetus of their interactions, growing ever intenser and intenser,
leads on to an unescapably climax. The crescendo must rise to its topmost note; and only
then is the preordained solution of the theme made manifest. (Strachey 4-5)
Strachey was troubled when in love, and often suffered from a broken heart in his young
adulthood. Unlike Jinny’s romantic endeavors in The Waves, Strachey was often unsuccessful,
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especially in his youth, in gaining the reciprocation of his affection from his current obsession.
Biographer Michael Holroyd describes Strachey’s affliction with the following claim:
All his life Lytton tended to move naturally towards the role of victim. At school he had
attracted bullying; and he sometimes magnified his illnesses. In his love-affairs he often
maneuvered himself into states of distress. Sometimes his complaints were well-founded,
sometimes they were delusions; but often he was their own architect . . . From boyhood
onwards, it was this self-consciousness that he sought to eradicate. To transfer
consciousness from his own body to that of his partner was the unrealizable fulfillment of
his passions. (LS 132)
Further, Holroyd calls attention to the following description written by Lady Ottoline Morrell,
who was an intimate friend of Strachey:
His voice so small and faint, but with definite accentuations and stresses of tone, giving a
sense of certainty and distinction, appeared to come from very far away, for his delicate
body was raised on legs so immensely long that they seemed endless, and his fingers
equally long, like antennae. It was not till I knew him better that I found how agile those
long legs could be, and what passion and feeling lay in that delicate body . . . (LS 220)
Strachey’s unusual body type, his rarified thoughts, social anxieties, and recurrent poor health all
contributed to unattainable ideal in love, and still worse, he tried to “assume the identity of the
person loved,” in an effort to escape his own wretched state of being in his body (Holroyd, LS
131).
Hite argues, and I agree with her analysis, that Virginia Woolf chose to render these
overpowering peculiarities of Lytton Strachey’s personality in the character Neville. Hite claims
that it is: “Neville, who embodies the precision, physical fragility, homosexuality, and caustic
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wit of the biographer Lytton Strachey . . . ” (Hite li). However, it is in Jinny we see the flirtation
and sexual drive of Lytton Strachey and Virginia Woolf, thereby mixed with Mary Hutchinson
and Lydia Lopokova for an assemblage that speaks to the sexual play, and ambitious
experimentation of polyamorous arrangements, that the Bloomsberries’ posthumanistic theater
allowed. Jinny’s her manifestation of being takes on post-human expressions. Jinny’s body takes
the form of liquid, light, and sometimes the combination of both: “Oh, come, I say to this one,
rippling gold from head to heels” (V. Woolf, Waves 75). Jinny sets the terms of her body as light
in motion:
I can imagine nothing beyond the circle cast by my body. My body goes before me, like a
lantern down a dark lane, bringing one thing after another out of darkness into a ring of
light. I dazzle you; I make you believe that this is all. (V. Woolf, Waves 93)
Woolf’s assemblage of Jinny is the gathering of events that give shape to a present moment, her
body exceeds her human form and transgresses the boundaries of her environment. Jinny is a
situation, a sensation; like a shiver describing the shock of daily events through a collective
body. Jinny is as infinite, as she is temporal.
By refusing to limit the corporeal body of Jinny, Woolf expands the territory of the body
into a realm of multiplicity and shifting proximities. Her characters catapult above and beyond
the ideology of humanism by rendering a post-human assemblage of body and shared
consciousness. In the first section of The Waves, Jinny is infatuated with Louis:
Is he dead? I thought, and kissed you, with my heart jumping under my pink frock like
the leaves, which go on moving, though there is nothing to move them. Now I smell
geraniums; I smell earth [mold]. I dance. I ripple. I am thrown over you like a net of light.
I lie quivering flung over you. (V. Woolf 7)
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Jinny retains her ego while maneuvering her corporeal body into a “net of light” (V. Woolf,
Waves 7). Her conscious ‘I,’ is always in relation to the other characters, and her internal
dialogue quickly shifts to an unfixed arrangement of the self. Jinny’s body is a gathering of
events and sensations; she enacts Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of a “rhizome” (Waves 7;
Deleuze and Guattari, ATP 505). Woolf’s assemblage of Strachey, Hutchinson, Lopokova, and
herself into a character, whose body is unfixed and whose consciousness traverses six other
characters (including Percival) is a rhizomatic experience. Deleuze and Guattari expound on
themselves as an assemblage in their book, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia:
“To reach, not the point where one no longer says I, but the point where it is no longer of any
importance whether one says I. We are no longer ourselves. Each will know his own. We have
been aided, inspired, multiplied” (3).
Deleuze and Guattari’s philosophical concepts about multiplicity tackle the complexity of
what is at stake in Woolf’s characters assemblages. The peopling of Woolf’s characters with real
Bloomsbury members presents us with a permeable and intersubjective consciousness unbound
to a human body (or bodies). It is in character assemblages like Jinny and Bernard that we
glimpse the intellectual and sexual collaboration that the Bloomsbury Group’s queer subculture
facilitated. Their tempestuous relationships and experimental lifestyles that were safeguarded by
Bloomsbury members and alliances, challenged the terms of domestic life during the late
Victorian era.
For Vanessa Bell, her alternative lifestyle included redefining the conditions of
motherhood amid a polyamorous relationship. Her personal life became so complicated that she
had to conceal vital information from her own children. For example, her daughter, Angelica
Bell, did not know that her father was Duncan Grant until she was 18 years old39 (Garnett 215).
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Vanessa Bell’s decision to hide this information and Clive Bell’s “willingness to pretend
responsibility” were motivated by the desire for the child’s economic wellbeing, and more
importantly, to protect the Bells from scandal.40 Spalding’s biography on Vanessa Bell claims: “.
. . [I]t would have exposed Vanessa to much adverse comment from an intolerant society had this
deception not been practiced” (176). However imperfectly Bell’s domestic freedom took shape,
it successfully allowed her to maintain her professional practice as an artist, in addition to being
a passionate mother.
Vanessa Bell and Virginia Woolf shared creative endeavors, and as sisters they were
deeply invested in each other’s artistic work. Woolf’s composition of The Waves was partially in
response to a request made by Bell for Woolf to write a book addressing the “maternal instinct”
(V. Bell, Sel. Letters 315; Flint xxii, xxiii; Spalding 218-19), and the character Susan is
recognized as sharing attributes with Vanessa (Hite liv). Woolf’s post-human portrait of her
sister in The Waves, highlights the difficult paroxysms of motherhood, which Bell describes
briefly in her letter to Woolf about the maternal instinct: “Of course it is one of the worst of the
passions, animal and remorseless” (V. Bell, Sel. Letters 315). Susan carries this language of Bell
in The Waves: “I shall be debased and hide-bound by the bestial and beautiful passion of
maternity. I shall push the fortunes of my children unscrupulously. I shall hate those who see
their faults” (V. Woolf, Waves 95; Hite liv). Vanessa Bell had three children: Julian, Quentin,
and Angelica.41 Woolf’s rendering of the maternal instinct dispelled traditional imagery of
motherhood, which was primarily created by men during their time. In the following passage,
Susan’s calming words “Sleep, sleep, I croon . . .” quickly shift to an animal like strength and
violence: “Sleep, I say, and feel within me uprush some wilder, darker violence, so that I would
fell down with one blow any intruder, any snatcher, who should break into this room and wake
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the sleeper” (V. Woolf, Waves 124). These kinds of instincts made Bell, who was a passionate
mother, uncomfortable (V. Bell, Sel. Letters 315). The fervor of Bell’s affection for her children
became point of jealousy for the people closest to her, in particular, her husband Clive Bell, and
her past lover, Roger Fry (Spalding 71, 72, 176, 177). Bell rhetorically asks Woolf in a letter:
“But how can one avoid yielding to these instincts if one happens to have them?” (V. Bell, Sel.
Letters 315). While Susan exemplifies the country life that Bell loved, and perhaps a traditional
role for a woman having children to play—she at the same time a rejects patriarchal stereotypes
that infiltrate images and stories about motherhood. Susan asks: “But who am I, who lean on this
gate and watch my setter nose in a circle? I think sometimes (I am not twenty yet) I am not a
woman, but the light that falls on this gate, on this ground” (V. Woolf, Waves 70). Like Jinny,
Susan manifests as many things in The Waves, “. . .I am the field, I am the barn, I am the trees . .
.” (70) and her motherhood will not finalized into one image or consciousness, shapeshifting
from human to animal: “I return, like a cat or fox returning, whose fur is grey with rime, whose
pads are hardened by the coarse earth” (71).
Contemporary feminist theory is still grappling with the experience of motherhood. Rosi
Braidotti writes in her book, Nomadic Subjects:
In the age of biotechnological power, motherhood is split open into a variety of possible
physiological, cultural, and social functions. If this were the best of all possible worlds,
one could celebrate the decline of one consensual way of experiencing motherhood as a
sign of increased freedom for women. Our world being as male dominated as it is,
however, the best option is to construct a nomadic style of feminism that will allow
women to rethink their position in a postindustrial, postmetaphysical world, without
nostalgia or false sentimentalism. (244)
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Woolf’s rendering of Susan points to Bell’s radical redefinition of motherhood, domestic and
familial relations that Bell delineated on her own terms, and anticipates Braidotti’s nomadic style
of feminism. Hite grossly underestimates what Woolf concealed about her sister when she
writes: “[Susan] is fundamentally possessive rather than trying, like Bell, to accommodate a
range of sexual and familial relationships” (Hite liv). Bell’s experimental domestic practices and
attitude about sexuality are manifest in Jinny, rather than Susan. Why did Woolf conceal and
transfer this powerful component of Bell’s personality? Was it a purely a creative measure, or
was it to protect Bell from public scrutiny? Susan does reference a lover in The Waves: “For
soon in the hot mid-day when the bees hum round the hollyhocks my love will come. He will
stand under the cedar tree. To his one word I shall answer my one word. What has formed in me
I shall give him” (V. Woolf 71). However this passage hardly captures revolutionary spirit of
Vanessa Bell. We know from historical documents that Bell purported an ideology of “complete
sexual freedom” (Gordon 72), maintaining a marriage with Clive Bell, by “transform[ing it] into
a union of friendship” (Q. Bell, Biography 169); concurrently navigating an affair into a
friendship with Roger Fry; to enter into domestic partnership with the homosexual, Duncan
Grant—while accommodating Grant’s lover, David Garnett early in their relationship (V. Bell,
Sel. Letters 97, 98; Spalding 134, 139, 142). Drabble claims: “The Victorian ogre of sex did not
terrify her: she was in her element in the free discussions and jokes and frankness that were part
of Bloomsbury’s distinctive intellectual atmosphere” (22). Spalding’s biography on Vanessa Bell
showcases the social history that she actualized by her love affairs, artistic pursuits, and her
intellectual participation in the Bloomsbury circles. Spalding contrasts Bell’s behavior to the
norms of late Victorian Era by writing:
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A wife in Vanessa’s position was expected at this date to be a monument of virtue and
chastity, denied a profession, devoid even of those minor domestic talents that in earlier
times had been cultivated as crafts, a conspicuous consumer of her husband’s wealth. She
was expected to be largely ignorant not only of the sources of that wealth but also of the
baser male instincts. (64)
Bell’s recalibration of English domestic life and her sexual and artistic pursuits are not rendered
in Susan. Rather, Woolf chose to inscribe Susan with Bell’s possessive love of her children, her
passion for rural life as an adult, and also the intensity of her painterly gaze (Hite liv, lv). Susan’s
affection is intense, she embodies the violent absoluteness of wild and free creature; she is
animal-like. Louis reflects:
To be loved by Susan would be to be impaled by a bird’s sharp beak, to be nailed to a
barnyard door. Yet there are moments when I could wish to be speared by a beak, to be
nailed to a barnyard door, positively, once and for all. (V. Woolf, Waves 86)
It is in Jinny that the sexually charged climate of a “society of buggers” is fully expressed (Reed
71). An atmosphere primarily of men seeking men, but that also gave support to queer romances
and polyamorous relationships.
While Woolf’s literary work rejected the cultural taboos and sexism of her times, she still
maintained her privileged place in society.42 This delicate balance and interplay of
experimentation and tradition is of paramount importance in The Waves. Woolf worked within
the structure of her literary craft to expand the traditional novel into the realm of philosophy and
prosody. She maintained enough social cues to retain her audience, while at the same time,
challenging the cultural gender roles and concepts of identity in her characters. Woolf’s work
continues to remain fresh and relevant within the context of the Information Age; the characters
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in The Waves are saddled with contemporary problems of the post-human condition. Woolf’s
characters manifest an intersubjective consciousness that is merged with non-human elements.
For example, digital domains such as social media which propagate fragmented, yet
interconnected narratives and commemorate everyday life, are similar to the interlocking
soliloquies of The Waves. These communications are intersubjective and magnified by
technology’s penetration of the most intimate spheres of life by an interconnected online
population who are estranged from the body, represented by a digital simulacrum of the self.
Woolf’s letters tell us that she suffered from a lifelong anxiety that she could not know
the emotional state of the people around her.43 This anxiety and internal struggle is best
expressed in the characters Rhoda, Neville, Susan, and Louis; who I posit exemplify post-human
portraits of Bloomsbury Group members and alliances. These characters grapple with
contemporary philosophical problems of intersubjectivity. Their collective identity opens and
closes like an umbrella, each collapse of their ‘self’ is agonized in the continuous presence of
their interdependent soliloquies. In heightened emotional states they are estranged from their
bodies and integrate with non-human spaces. Their soliloquies become blurred with the spaces
they encompass or move through until, who and what is speaking are questionable. Throughout
the course of the novel they are riddled with powerful emotions such as of hate, jealousy, and
envy and have difficulty navigating the world, from which they feel alienated, rejected, and are
at times horrified.
The character Rhoda maintains an alienated, distressed, and transitory existence
throughout the novel; she never really integrates with her social environment, nor is she able to
empathize entirely with the other characters. She is tormented by people and only escapes by
transforming her reality in the recurrent flights of her imagination. She continues to be alienated
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by the inescapable presence of the other characters and the rotating identity of their
intersubjectivity, from childhood to adulthood. She has a skittish, insecure personality and feels
beleaguered by her multiplicity of self, and by the rhythm of soliloquies that moves the other
characters forward in life. Consider the passage from the second section of The Waves, while the
characters are school children:
“That is my face,” said Rhoda, “in the looking-glass behind Susan’s shoulder – that face
is my face. But I will duck behind her to hide, for I am not here. I have no face. Other
people have faces; Susan and Jinny have faces; they are here. Their world is the real
world. The things they lift are heavy. They say Yes, they say No; whereas I shift and
change and am seen through in a second. (V. Woolf 29)
Rhoda’s identity fails her, as her face is eclipsed with the face of Susan and Jinny. Her ill-fitting
sense of self is malleable and always in relation to the other characters, or as Braidotti describes,
a “transitory nature” (NS 247). Molly Hite, and Hermione Lee, among others, recognize that
Virginia Woolf transcribed experiences from her childhood into Rhoda, and that her character is
considered one of various forms of Woolf’s self-portraiture in The Waves (Hite liv, lv; Lee 194).
While Rhoda commands a fleet of imaginary ships, her corporeality is violently affected by a
shared consciousness: “I am not yet twenty-one. I am to be broken. I am to be derided all my
life” (V. Woolf, Waves 77). She falters in various states of non-identity and crisis; she feels most
at home in her imagination, or observing the cosmos in the night’s sky. Hite describes her
character as: “. . . as a poetic and prophetic figure, giving her a range of articulation only
ostensibly at odds with her vulnerable, outcast status” (Hite xlviii). In the following passage,
Rhoda’s rhizomatic experience is a spatiotemporal connection with Jinny and Susan:
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Alone, I rock my basins; I am mistress of my fleet of ships. But here, twisting the tassels
of this brocaded curtain in my hostess’s window, I am broken into separate pieces; I am
no longer one. What then is the knowledge that Jinny has as she dances; the assurance
that Susan has as, stooping quietly beneath the lamplight, she draws the white cotton
through the eye of her needle? They say, Yes; they say, No; they bring their fists down
with a bang on the table. But I doubt; I tremble; I see the wild thorn tree shake its shadow
in the desert. (V. Woolf, Waves 76)
What does our posthumanistic reading of Rhoda tell us about Woolf? Rhoda does not share
Woolf’s worldly experiences as writer, like Neville and Bernard—although Hite points out that
earlier drafts of The Waves played with the idea of Rhoda writing fiction (Hite lii). Rhoda offers
us a glimpse into the mind of a person, who suffered from mental illness during the late
Victorian Era, when there were very few affective treatments or robust understandings of mental
health. It was a period when unstable, privileged women were simply sent away to clinics and
asylums when their health collapsed. Woolf endured multiple mental breakdowns, and as Lee
notes: “[In] almost all (possibly all) of these attacks she attempted to kill herself” (Lee 171).
While Woolf does not explicitly describe Rhoda as being mad, Rhoda does suffer symptoms of
mental illness: “Oh, this is pain, this is anguish! I faint, I fail. Now my body thaws; I am
unsealed, I am incandescent” (Waves 40). Lee claims in her biography on Woolf: “For most of
her life she was vulnerable to recurrent episodes whose symptoms might range from weeks of
intense depression to a night’s anxiety or a sudden faint” (Lee 171). Other literary works by
Woolf deal more explicitly with the subject of illness, for example, Mrs. Dalloway, or her essay,
On Being Ill.44 What is different about The Waves is that there are no doctors, treatments, or
diagnoses of Rhoda; the novel renders an internal dialogue of a person coping with illness and
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trauma. Rhoda navigates a world of violent sensations, with a transient self that is disembodied.
She seeks to escape a social realm that she cannot connect to emotionally, and is tormented by
the ever-present moment of who will enter the room, exclaiming: “The door opens; the tiger
leaps. The door opens; terror rushes in; terror upon terror, pursuing me” (V. Woolf 75).
Unlike Rhoda, Woolf did have a passion for society; this aspect of Woolf overlaps more
with the character Jinny. As Leonard Woolf describes in his essay, Virginia Woolf: “[S]he loved
parties, she would spend hours talking to people and would have liked to go out to parties or to
theatres or to concerts every day of her life. But she had to be careful not to overtire herself . . . ”
(L. Woolf, Bloomsbury 238). Rhoda does, however, offer us a window into Woolf’s anxiety,
depression and distress that often stalked her creative process. Leonard Woolf recalls: “She
always got into a terrible state about a book when she had finished it. In fact, it was always one
of the dangerous times for her health because the strain was terrific” (L. Woolf, Bloomsbury
239). A poignant and tragic similarity between Rhoda and Woolf is that they each end their lives
in suicide.45 Bernard announces Rhoda’s death in the final section of the novel, without
explanation or details (V. Woolf, Waves 208). While death is a theme that traverses the entirety
of The Waves, it is framed with the intimacy and delight of the daily moments that commemorate
childhood, youth and adulthood; death is thereby pushed forward by Woolf’s recognition of
life’s beauty. Lee reflects on the complexity of Woolf’s mental and physical health:
Virginia Woolf was a sane woman who had an illness. She was often a patient, but she
was not a victim. She not weak, or hysterical, or self-deluding, or guilty, or oppressed.
On the contrary, she was a person of exceptional courage, intelligence, and stoicism, who
made the best use she could, and came to the deepest understanding possible to her, of
her own condition. She endured, periodically, great agony of mind and severe physical
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pain, with remarkably little self-pity. Her illness is attributable to genetic, environmental,
and biological factors. It was periodic, and recurrent. It was precipitated, but not
indubitably caused, by the things which happened to her. It affected her body as much as
her mind and raised the insoluble and fundamental question, which she spent a great deal
of time considering, of the relation between the two: “What connection has the brain with
the body? . . .” (171)
Woolf’s consideration of a mind-body46 is remarkable for articulation of illness symptoms as
lucidly as the passions of love or hate. Rhoda describes her infatuation with Miss Lambert:
“[E]ven my body now lets the light through; my spine is soft like wax near the flame of the
candle” (V. Woolf, Waves 31). This speaks to Woolf’s essay On Being Ill, where she writes: “. . .
love must be deposed in [favor] of a temperature of 104 . . .” (V. Woolf, Moment 11). Rhoda,
Jinny, and Louis’ bodies are permeable, and transitory in nature, like their shared consciousness.
For Rhoda the transition from mind to body is particularly difficult: “I am thrust back to stand
burning in this clumsy, this ill-fitting body . . . ” (Waves 75); I returned very painfully, drawing
myself back into my body . . .” (45). Or as Louis describes Rhoda: “She has no body as the
others have” (14). Rhoda’s mind-body is rhizomatic, she is unlimited by her form and
expression. She is heat and the candle, she is 104 degrees and she is becoming transparent; she is
also in love. Or, as Deleuze and Guattari describe: “We form a rhizome with our viruses, or
rather our viruses cause us to form a rhizome with other animals” (ATP 10). Rhoda’s rhizomatic
experience provides a vision of corporeal intelligence, under distress, and its relation to
intersubjective consciousness.
Philosophically, there is much to gain from the recapitulation of Woolf’s work, and
of the Bloomsbury Group, from the vantage point of a posthumanistic theater. As the humanistic
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ideal continues to fail in the Information Age, and as the construction of an autonomous self is
dismantled as serving a racially white, geographically Western, and the male sex with colonial
ideology (Braidotti, NS 254), the rhizomatic structures in The Waves and the Bloomsbury Group
offer an alternative experience of the self as multiplicity (Deleuze and Guattari, 505-06).
Contemporary philosophy must formulate new questions; Bernard asks: “But how describe the
world seen without a self?” (V. Woolf, Waves 213). Woolf describes in her autobiographical
essay A Sketch of the Past:47
Often when I have been writing one of my so-called novels I have been baffled by this
same problem; that is, how to describe what I call in my private shorthand—‘non-being.’
Every day includes much more non-being than being . . . A great part of every day is not
lived consciously . . . When it is a bad day the proportion of non-being is much larger. I
had a slight temperature last week; almost the whole day was non-being. (MB 70).
Or as Bernard describes: “I have been traversing the sunless territory of non-identity” (V. Woolf,
Waves 84). The Waves illuminates the kinds of questions that need to be asked in crafting in new
models for philosophy that include women, minorities, multiculturalism, and queer sexualities.
Woolf does not provide an answer, but a vision of the post-human condition and its connection
to alternative manifestations of consciousness (i.e. plant, animal, non-human intelligence).
Furthermore, while the Bloomsberries’ domestic relationships were emotionally fraught, they
demonstrate the courage and ingenuity that supports cultural growth for social equality. The
Bloomsbury Group’s manifestation as assemblages, hybrids, and as a polyphonic hero in The
Waves allows Woolf and her readers to get behind the “cotton wool of daily life,” to access the
“shock” of non-being, and the patterns of everyday life that connect us as human beings (V.
Woolf, MB 72).
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CHAPTER 3
FOR THERE SHE WAS
3.1: DURATION AND INTERSECTIONS OF BEING IN DAILY LIFE
Virginia Woolf was a celebrated fiction writer during her lifetime. The recognition of her
creative work by the Victorian public was an astonishing victory, given her sex, and the social
norms of her times. Yet fame did not trap Woolf into repeating her endeavors in fiction and her
novels each remain, refreshingly, unique today. Her ability to reinvent herself in fiction was
extraordinary and rooted in her ability to question everything about her external and internal
world. This ability is most clearly infused into Woolf’s novel, Mrs. Dalloway, which
encapsulates an enormous range of human emotion, thought, and phenomenal observations
within the duration of one day. Together, her characters have a myriad of eyes and their internal
dialogues overlap and interrupt each other in a shared consciousness, one that disperses in the
dual narrative, and comes back together in its self-conscious, hive-like, ‘I.’ The manifestation of
consciousness in her characters is voiced by internal dialogues that are mixed with the external
world of inventions, urban street corners, and the rooms of houses. Thus, the city of London is
inextricably a part of her characters’ intersubjective make-ups, and Mrs. Dalloway offers a posthuman experience that illuminates moments of becoming in everyday life.
Woolf blurs the boundaries of fiction, philosophy, and memoir with poetry. Her
command of her craft allowed her to write freely in Mrs. Dalloway about feminism; classism;
then-developing ideas of psycho-analytics; the tension between urban spaces and rural
environments; the demise of tradition in the wake of modern innovations and inventions, and
poignantly, about the national depression of an interwar period. This was a tall order for a novel;
indeed, it was a stretch for the passage of 296 pages. Yet Woolf accomplishes this feat by
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unfolding the thoughts and actions of everyday life and by using a multitude of vantage points in
diverse characters, spaces, and atmospheres. Woolf’s attention to domestic life, its importance
and absurdity, and her examination of memories in forming larger patterns in life, are what shape
the identities and self-awareness of characters in Mrs. Dalloway. Furthermore, it allowed her to
connect our disparate worldly experiences, altogether beyond her times, to the post-human
condition. In this chapter, my aim will be to reposition Virginia Woolf’s novel Mrs. Dalloway
within a posthumanistic theater.
In Chapter One, I establish how the lives and works of the Bloomsbury Group, selfproclaimed as modern artists and theoreticians—in effect collide, overlap, and bump-up
against—postmodernism; this situation is what I define as a posthumanistic theater. In Chapter
2, I continue to support my argument that repositions the activities and creative works of the
Bloomsbury Group within postmodernism; I specifically posit that the posthumanistic theater
protected a realm of alternative domestic partnerships, homosexuality, bisexuality, open
relationships and platonic marriages. Their unusual and varied lifestyles created a subculture of
artistic, intellectual, and sexual freedom, especially for the women in the Bloomsbury circles:
immeasurably, for Virginia Woolf, and her sister, Vanessa Bell. I argue that the impact of these
varying types of Bloomsbury affairs is portrayed in Virginia Woolf’s novel, The Waves. After
Chapter 2, my analysis shifts to focus on a selection of novels by Virginia Woolf, whom I assert
was a visionary for the post-human condition, and furthermore, that her artistic and philosophical
endeavors in fiction continue to inform our observations and cogitations on intersubjectivity
during the Information Age. Included in my analysis are: The Waves, Mrs. Dalloway, Orlando,
and To The Lighthouse. Additional essays, letters, biographies, and novels by Woolf, and by
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members of the Bloomsbury Group, support my analysis of her work within a posthumantistic
theater.
The Waves, published in 1931, offers a fluid, multi-voiced discourse, which abandons the
narrator and the limitations of a traditional plot. Woolf’s characters in this novel are autonomous,
yet they participate in an intersubjective consciousness. Similarly, Mrs. Dalloway, published in
1925; To The Lighthouse, published in 1927; and Orlando, published in 1928, have episodes that
break down the barriers of a monologic discourse. These novels are distinct for Woolf’s ability to
elucidate the consciousness of her characters, as being connected to urban and rural spaces, the
topography of the land and seascapes, its animals and plants. Additionally, the technology of
Woolf’s times is integrated into the self-consciousness of her characters. It is indicative of her
early stages in connecting the consciousness of her characters intersubjectivity. Her experiment
in the articulation of shared consciousness culminates in her masterpiece, The Waves.
Contrastingly, Woolf’s novel Orlando, published in 1928 is heavily narrated, and Woolf’s voice
surfaces in the novel as the biographer of Orlando; sardonically, and self-consciously, she
interrupts the narrative with commentaries of the biographer. If The Waves is one side of a
spectrum and Orlando the other; then the dual narratives of Mrs. Dalloway and the three-part
narrative of To The Lighthouse, arrive in the middle, and their stories powerfully vacillate
between a monologic and dialogic discourse.
Woolf’s composition of Mrs. Dalloway began as two short stories: Mrs. Dalloway on
Bond Street, and The Prime Minister. Woolf merged and developed these stories into one novel,
which she published with Hogarth Press in 1925. It was Woolf’s first endeavor in rendering an
intersubjective postwar experience as a bonding “historical moment” (Beer 52). A gathering of
events that happened during one day in June 1923 delineates this moment, similar to a threshold.
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In Mrs. Dalloway, Woolf was able to blend a dual narrative with aesthetics and philosophy to
form a new kind of literary work that articulated an intersubjective realm for her characters to
engage in. Further, this intersubjective realm allowed her to perforate linear time in the novel’s
narrative with the lyric present. By repositioning Mrs. Dalloway within a posthumanistic theater,
we will discover how the characters break the barrier of a monologic discourse in the articulation
of a shared consciousness that reaches even beyond the human. I posit that Woolf subverted
conservative Victorian Era ideas of sexuality and identity via her prose, and furthermore, she
rendered alternative states of consciousness by intersubjectively addressing mental illness and
death in her characters. Woolf creates synesthetic and multi-sensory moments that manipulate
the characters’ senses of time and perceptions, linking them, spatially and emotionally, in an
interwoven cognition that is Posthumanistic. It was Woolf’s literary works such as Mrs.
Dalloway, To The Lighthouse, and Orlando that provided the critical groundwork for Woolf’s
more experimental work of fiction, The Waves. This chapter aims to fill a gap in scholarship,
which traditionally situates Virginia Woolf’s fiction within modernism, forfeiting the valuable
philosophical and aesthetic moments that Woolf elucidates about the post-human condition, and
furthermore, missing the distinctively postmodernist elements of the book, such as the
topological relationship of the characters to London, and the ramifications of the city and
machines on the characters self-consciousness. By repositioning Mrs. Dalloway within a
posthumanistic theater, I will argue that Woolf developed aesthetic strategies, such as her use of
the lyric present in the narrative, to subvert and explore the taboo subjects of madness and
sexuality in the late Victorian Era.
To support my argument, I will turn to literary theorist Gillian Beer’s ideas on Woolf’s
use of the elastic pronoun “We,” which I will argue is androgynous and intersubjective in Mrs.
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Dalloway. Additionally, in my craft analysis, I will draw on David Baker and Ann Townsend’s
collaborative work on lyric poetry as a kind of social performance, which I will use to support a
scansion analysis of a homoerotic passage between the characters Clarissa and Sally. I will also
reference psychoanalytic theories of Jacques Lacan, and Luce Irigaray in relation to love and the
problem of recognition between people of the same sex. Further, I will argue that Woolf
anticipates Irigaray’s call for a new model to address female sexuality and discourse. I will hold
Virginia Woolf’s treatment of time, which is manipulated in form as well as in content, under the
light of Henri Bergson’s philosophy. Specifically, I will apply Bergson’s theory of duration,’ and
‘vital impetus’ to Woolf’s use of the lyric present in Mrs. Dalloway. The topology of London
and modern machines are also integrated into the consciousness of Woolf’s characters; Levi
Bryant’s ideas of ‘onto-cartography’ will help guide my interpretation of these elements into
self-consciousness. Additionally, Guy Debord’s theory of the dérive, and his concept of the
modern spectacle will inform my analysis of the topological, industrial, and non-human elements
that permeate and interlink the minds of the Woolf’s characters.
Mrs. Dalloway is composed of dual narratives that crisscross at various points in the
story. It takes place during the interwar years, the early nineteen-twenties in London. The city
had grown crowded and the characters were enduring a heat wave. Urban life hummed with
automobiles, planes, and omnibuses; Big Ben boomed each hour into being. Clarissa Dalloway,
the eponymous protagonist, is preparing for a party—and the novel opens with Clarissa departing
her home to “buy the flowers herself” (V. Woolf, Dalloway 3).
Victorian class structures and social customs were in upheaval in the interwar years, postwar trauma had corroded the stronghold of the British Empire, and the old establishment of class
systems was in decline. World War I had finally ended, but the bloodshed and loss of British
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lives had impacted the emotional and psychological wellbeing of the country. Mrs. Dalloway
captures the socio-economic and the socio-geographic clash of the new trends and ideas, with a
certain nostalgia—or appreciation—of old values and customs during their demise. In this
manner, Woolf articulates the conflicting perspectives of an ending era in her characters. She
captures a broader political and historical moment in Britain with her characters’ contemplations
of age, their times, and their relationships to death. Woolf presents the outlook of youth and the
leverage of old age through the characters’ internal dialogues, interactions, and perceptions.
Woolf also switches from narrative/linear time to the lyric present/mythic time during aesthetic
moments that carry taboo social content, and in doing so enables moments of alternative and
intersubjective consciousness in the story.
In Mrs. Dalloway, Woolf presents viewpoints from various class structures: from the
social privilege and power of Lady Bruton; to the busy and anxious cook, Mrs. Walker; to the
zealous religious tutor, Miss Kilman; among others. While each character moves in accordance
with his or her own story, his or her experiences and thoughts during the day all lead back to
Clarissa Dalloway and her party. The novel’s narrative tracks their divergent paths and the
mental landscapes of the characters as they traverse the hours of one day. The striking of Big
Ben links their individual stories, as does a back-firing automobile, a plane skywriting, urban
spaces and gardens, omnibuses, and more broadly, ruminations about death. The assemblage of
events during the day join the characters together, and are of utmost importance to Clarissa’s
own “transcendental theory” (V. Woolf, Dalloway 231): “But she said, sitting on the bus going
up Shaftesbury Avenue, she felt herself everywhere; not ‘here, here, here’; and she tapped the
back of the seat; but everywhere. She waved her hand, going up Shaftesbury Avenue. She was
all that. So that to know, her or any one, one must seek out the people who completed them; even
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the places” (V. Woolf 231-32). Thus the event of the party is the manifestation of Clarissa’s
desire to bring together disparate parts of a whole.
The dual narrative of Mrs. Dalloway contains a refrain of a Shakespearian quote from his
play, Cymbeline: “Fear no more the heat o’ the sun,” which is from a funeral scene in the play
that reminds us not to fear death (V. Woolf 13). Like the characters in Cymbeline, the characters
in Mrs. Dalloway suffer from jealousy. Woolf repeats this passage throughout the novel to color
the tortures of the heart, and the absoluteness of death, during emotionally charged internal
dialogues that vacillate between adoration and hate. During these emotional points of reflection,
Woolf’s characters behold the life before them, or behind them, while living within a vivid
present moment, and these moments pull the disparate characters together into a whole. The
booming of Big Ben, which tracks linear time in the narrative, also more poignantly tracks death;
the events of the novel culminate in Clarissa’s reflection upon the news of Septimus’ suicide.
Clarissa Dalloway and Septimus Warren Smith’s stories are juxtaposed throughout the
novel’s narrative, and they develop in tandem. Clarissa is preparing to host a high society party;
Septimus, a traumatized war veteran, is preparing to see his doctor. The flights of the two
narratives are different but both characters ruminate on life and the soul as they search for
meaning in the events of the day. Clarissa and Septimus do not engage directly during the course
of the novel, but their supporting characters cross paths and are otherwise connected spatially by
the cityscape of London. For example, Peter Walsh, a supporting character to Clarissa, sees
Rezia, a supporting character to Septimus, in the Regents Park.
Clarissa Dalloway’s character is embellished by Peter Walsh’s perception and memory of
her; his vision of Clarissa expands, colors, and complicates her. Peter, an early and unsuccessful
suitor of Clarissa, still pines for her, even though he loves also Daisy Simmons, a young, married

140
British woman living in India. Peter has returned to London to arrange Daisy’s divorce, so that
they may be together. He surprises Clarissa on the day of the party, and declares his love for
Daisy; then the narrative follows his memories and impressions of Clarissa, which haunt him.
His internal dialogue is mixed with his private fantasies, and his impressions of the city capture
some of the social changes in interwar Britain. Concurrently, Septimus’ wife, Lucrezia Smith
(Rezia), provides essential insights on her husband, and gives readers an external portrait of his
suffering from mental illness. Her perception of Septimus situates his hallucinations and grounds
his internal dialogues within a more common reality. Rezia is a young Italian woman; she is a hat
maker by trade, and a dedicated wife to her despondent and distant husband. She is alienated as a
foreigner living in London and resents being separated from her family in Italy. She tries in vain
to protect and help Septimus, a celebrated war veteran. She is the only character who is close to
Septimus, whom is distrustful of doctors and “human nature” at large (V. Woolf, Dalloway 36).
Septimus rapidly loses his connection to reality—by the end of the novel he hears birds speaking
in Greek—and takes his own life when fleeing from his doctor (226). Clarissa learns about
Septimus’ suicide at her party, thus the two narratives abstractly meet again at the end of the
novel. Clarissa meditates on Septimus’ death as an act of courage—and she relates to his death
as if it was her own (283). This narrative is enriched by the supporting characters who each also
present a world of their own, and further interlock the cityscape with their perceptions and
internal dialogues.
Feminist literary critic Gillian Beer argues that while Woolf gravitated to “clusters,” and
“assemblages” of thought among multiple characters, she grappled with maintaining an
autonomous territory for the self in the plurality of pronouns (50). If Woolf rejected the “phallic
oppressiveness” of the historically masculine ‘I’ by dwelling in the ‘We,’ she ran the risk of
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having the sovereign individual enveloped and alienated by the provocative, personal pronoun
‘We.’ In her book Virginia Woolf: The Common Ground, Beer claims:
‘We’ is an elastic pronoun, stretching in numbers and through time. Its population ranges
from the exclusive pair of lovers, now to the whole past of human history. It can welcome
or rebuff the hearer. It can also [colonize]. Virginia Woolf saw clearly that ‘we’ may be
coercive and treacherous. It invites in the individual, the subset, the excluded, who once
inside may find themselves vanished within an alien group claiming on their behalf
things of no benefit or relevance to themselves. (50)
Woolf manifests in her characters a terrain of plurality, where character consciousness is
intersubjective. Woolf was aware that the individual character, or consciousness must not vanish
in the ‘We,’ nor dominate in the ‘I.’ To achieve this balance, Woolf’s narratives experiment with
equally weighting the voices of multiple characters concurrently, such as in the braided
narratives of Mrs. Dalloway. In The Waves, all of the characters’ internal dialogues are closely
linked via dramatic soliloquy and evolve concurrently in the polyphonic voice—and the author’s
voice does not dominate the ‘I’ in any character’s free dialogic discourse. Beer acknowledges
Woolf’s grammatical feat, as a feminist author composing in a language that historically
suppressed and smothered the female voice. Beer also recognizes Woolf’s use of prosody to blur
the edges of the gender divide, and her attention to the corporeal body in her writing as means of
recouping the self (50). I agree with Beer that Woolf is successful in her labors to articulate an
‘I’ that autonomously dwells and moves in a populated ‘We,’ or as Beer describes: “[a] writing
body which will be permeable and expansive” (52). Furthermore, I agree that Woolf’s hybrid of
prosody and fiction is the essential bridge to her new terrain of literature, which expresses
alternative patterns of identity and consciousness. However, Beer stops short of recognizing the
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overarching philosophical ramifications of works such as: Mrs. Dalloway, To the Lighthouse,
Orlando, The Waves, and A Room of One’s Own. Woolf’s endeavor to abandon of the phallic ‘I’
propelled her literary work away from humanism and into the post-human condition. Each of the
works mentioned above attempts a new variation of becoming that gives agency to the simple
moments of daily life, which connect us as humans to each other. The characters in Mrs.
Dalloway are permeable, and Woolf’s dual narrative is web-like, connecting the space, time and
perception of her characters, be it walking in the park, sequestered in a room, traveling by
omnibus, a shared letter, or looking for patterns in the sky. Thereby the narrative in Mrs.
Dalloway articulates conditions of intersubjective consciousness, and her integration of urban
and natural spaces in the formation of the self presents a post-human perspective on time and
space. When Virginia Woolf’s novels reach beyond the boundaries of fiction and into the realm
of philosophy, her characters express a state of being that is unfixed: a flux of continuous ‘We,’
reunites and displaces itself in the past and future of the self-conscious, present, ‘I.’ Woolf
accomplishes this philosophical task by crafting narrative descriptions and poetic meditations on
how her characters perceive the manifestation of time, and its duration. Later in this chapter we
will consider Henri Bergson’s theory of duration, but first we will consider the social
performance of the lyric present and how Woolf uses these aesthetic moments to subvert late
Victorian Era ideology.

3.2: LOVE AND LYRIC MEDITATIONS IN MRS. DALLOWAY
Woolf’s ability to sway the reader’s perception of time passing or standing still allows
the story to shift from linear, narrative time to the lyric present. Narrative time is a logical
progression in real time—it moves a story forward, whereas the lyric moment has the ability to
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compress time inward to render an internal state. The lyric moment escapes linear time and
logical progression; it allows for internal dialogue and meticulously renders the emotional states
of the speaker. The lyric moment documents the inflections of a mind wandering, and therefore
allows for an examination of a character’s consciousness in a way that narrative time does not.
When Woolf resituates her characters into the lyric present she also creates a space for nonlinear time, primordial time, and a void beyond time: all of which we will refer to as the lyric
present. The reorientation of a character’s perception in the lyric present relies on Woolf’s
crafting of sonic, image, and spatial patterns in the immediate environments of her characters.
The lyric present can accommodate both internal crisis and rapture. It can have encoded meaning
through rhetoric and diction. Woolf easily switches in and out of storytelling by using the lyric
moment – more importantly, she can answer states of internal crisis with prosody. The lyric
moment becomes a transitional space for character development; Woolf enters the lyric moment
through one character’s consciousness and exits through another’s. The lyric moment is not
bound by cause and effect; it offers a seamless character transition and enables intersubjectivity.
Poet and critic David Baker writes in his essay, I’m Nobody: Lyric Poetry and the Problem of
People, “Lyric poetry is never merely about a self but is always also a social performance, just as
the linguistic formal material of poetry is a social achievement . . . The more the self is
identified, in detail and in context, the more connective and sympathetic is its relationship to
others” (205). In the lyric moment, Woolf alters the reader’s perception of time, and she utilizes
these moments to address existential questions and challenge social constructs of
heteronormative, patriarchal systems. During these moments, Woolf’s characters engage in an
intersubjective consciousness, that are post-human because they philosophically break from the
humanistic tradition of singular existence. Furthermore, it is during these aesthetic moments that
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Woolf simultaneously layers taboo content that subverts Victorian Era ideology. She renders
many of Septimus’ delusions and social misgivings in the lyric present, and thereby challenges
stereotypes and institutional constructs surrounding mental illness by giving voice to his
perception of reality. Woolf also uses the lyric to overtly write about Clarissa Dalloway’s
bisexuality—even to describe a homosexual experience—with a maneuvering of acoustics,
imagery, and treatment of time in relation to memory.
Early in the novel, Clarissa asks herself: “But this question of love (she thought, putting
her coat away), this falling in love with women. Take Sally Seton; her relation in the old days
with Sally Seton. Had not that, after all, been love?” (V. Woolf, Dalloway 48). In Jacques
Lacan’s seminal book, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, ideas on love and
recognition (or the lack thereof) are core concepts. Lacan presents the subject [‘I’] as contingent
on the visibility of the ‘Other.’ Lacan writes, “What determines me, at the most profound level,
in the visible, is the gaze that is outside” (106). Lacan argues that the individual [the subject]
desires the ‘Other’ [the object], therefore the subject or the ‘I’ occupies a plane similar to the
Freudian Drive and the unconscious. The role of the ‘Other’ is essential within the Lacanian
process of self-recognition. When addressing love, Lacan writes on the struggle between
perception and ‘the lack’: “When, in love, I solicit a look, what is profoundly unsatisfying and
always missing is that – You never look at me from the place from which I see you.” (Concepts
103). Woolf has instances of a dialectical struggle between lead characters in both To the
Lighthouse, and in Mrs. Dalloway. For example, it is through the beloved character of Mrs.
Ramsey that the reader comes to understand Mr. Ramsey, in To the Lighthouse. It is also through
Mrs. Ramsey that the reader comes to understand the more remote Mr. Ramsey, in Lacanian
terms, ‘lacks’, because she cannot tell him that she loves him:
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For she felt that he was still looking at her, but that his look had changed. He wanted
something—wanted the thing she always found is so difficult to give him; wanted her to
tell him that she loved him. And that, no, she could not do. (V. Woolf, Lighthouse 184)
Later, we find out that Mr. Ramsey intuitively grasps Mrs. Ramsey’s affection: “And she looked
at him smiling. For she had triumphed again. She had not said it; yet he knew” (V. Woolf 186).
However, it is Mrs. Ramsey who confirms this perception, not Mr. Ramsey. There is a sticking
similarity in Mrs. Dalloway, except the power play has switched genders; it is Richard Dalloway
who cannot bring himself to profess his love to Clarissa Dalloway: “He was holding out
flowers—roses, red and white roses. (But he could not bring himself to say he loved her; not in
so many words.)” (V. Woolf 179). Again, we find out later that Clarissa intuitively comprehends
this gesture: “She understood; she understood without his speaking; his Clarissa” (179); yet, this
is the perception of Mr. Dalloway.
The Lacanian model comes apart in Woolf’s work. Lacan’s ‘Other’ is understood to be
always female; the concept of ‘lack’ is based on the Freudian castration complex—therefore the
gaze that seeks recognition, the ‘I’, is sexed always as male. This relationship of the “I” desiring
the recognition of the “Other,” is sexually lopsided and cannot be reversed (and the problematic
concept of Freudian “penis envy” comes into play). Woolf’s novels work towards gender
fluidity; she prided herself on creating an “androgynous artistic ideal, in the embodying of both
male and female impulses in the one person.” (Drabble 22). Clarissa Dalloway’s question about
the love between two women complicates the situation further. Woolf measures the female
capacity to love another as equal to that of a man’s. Thus she puts the gendered assumptions of
the Lacanian ‘I’ and the ‘Other’ into question. Lacan writes on the ‘soulove’ between two
women in his work On Feminine Sexuality, The Limits of Love and Knowledge: “Being thus
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[homosexual] or beyond sex themselves – it being henceforth difficult for them not to sense the
impasse that consists in the fact that they love each other as the same (ells se mêment) in the
Other, for, indeed, there is no need to know you are Other to be there (il n’y a pas besoin de se
savoir Autre pour en être)”(Encore 85). This gray area of ‘impasse’ is the relation of the ‘Other’
to ‘Other,’ a situation of jouissance. In other words, two “Others,” being of the same gender and
in love is an impossible situation as an apparatus to realize consciousness, because no subject
seeks recognition from outside himself. Conversely, the feminist philosopher Luce Irigaray
argues in her work The Sex Which Is Not One: “The relation to the Other of/by/in/through . . . the
Other is impossible: “The Other has no Other,” as it would bring the subject’s signification
process and phallocentric discourse to a halt (101). She calls for a new model to address female
sexuality and discourse, which Woolf, ahead of her time, had answered through prosody and
intersubjectivity. Irigaray asks:
How can we accept the idea that woman’s entire sexual development is governed by her
lack of, and thus by her long for, jealousy of, and demand for, the male organ? Does this
mean that woman’s sexual evolution can never be characterized with reference to the
female sex itself? All Freud’s statements describing feminine sexuality overlook the fact
that the female sex might impossibly have its own specificity. (69)
Woolf was intimately familiar with Freudian psychoanalysis; as noted in Chapter 1, Hogarth
Press was the first to publish all of Freud’s work in English, and the Bloomsbury Group played a
critical role in the mass dissemination of his work in the United Kingdom (Silver 199). Hermione
Lee’s biography claims that Virginia Woolf was “resistant,” even “notoriously scathing” about
psychoanalytic treatment and analysis (193); furthermore, Lee claims “Psychoanalysis would not
have been an option for her . . . It was thought to be dangerous and counterproductive for anyone
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who had had a major breakdown or attempted suicide” (193). I posit that Woolf’s novels took the
opportunity to advance a feminist model for female sexual empowerment, and to forward a queer
agenda; answering Irigaray’s calls for a new sexual specificity, yet remaining in the currency of
discourse though an androgynous vantage point—a shifting collage of female and male gender
performance. Clarissa Dalloway’s question also points to Woolf’s own bisexuality, and her need
to create characters that grapple with the complexities of human sexuality outside of
predetermined sexual social constructs. When Clarissa reflects on falling in love (during her
youth) – her mind swerves to the female sex. Clarissa remembers the intensity of her boundless
crush for her girlfriend, Sally Seton48. The following passage is a memory of Clarissa’s; it uses a
process that Woolf called “tunneling” (V. Woolf, Diary Two 272), which builds in the context
and history of a character through the internal dialogue of that character remembering:
Then came the most exquisite moment of her whole life passing a stone urn with flowers
in it. Sally stopped; picked a flower; kissed her on the lips. The whole world might have
turned upside down! The others disappeared; there she was alone with Sally. And she felt
that she had been given a present, wrapped up, and told just to keep it, not to look at it—a
diamond, something infinitely precious, wrapped up, which, as they walked (up and
down, up and down), she uncovered or the radiance burnt through, the revelation, the
religious feeling! (V. Woolf, Dalloway 53)
Woolf’s tunneling process keeps Clarissa in the present moment, while a brief but sensual
flashback braids together her past (as memory) and future (as reflection). By using this tunneling
process, Woolf eliminates the need for expository background stories of characters, and
furthermore, it mirrors the way in which the mind works, skipping around in time, and creates a
more authentic experience of living one day.
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Henri Bergson describes the assimilation of past memories in a similar way: “it follows
us at every instant; all that we have felt, thought and willed from our earliest infancy is there,
leaning over the present which is about to join it, pressing against the portals of consciousness . .
. ” (CE 12). Woolf shifts her storytelling to the lyric present during her tunneling process and
leaves the linear progression of narrative time. This, however, is just the start: when Clarissa
answers her own question (about her feelings for Sally Seton) during her internal reflection
(tunneling a memory), Woolf switches to the lyric present and delivers Irigaray’s sexual
“specificity” in “reference to the female sex itself” (69). Clarissa reflects:
[L]ike a faint scent, or a violin next door (so strange is the power of sounds at certain
moments), she did undoubtedly then feel what men felt. Only for a moment but it was
enough. It was a sudden revelation, a tinge like a blush which one tried to check and then,
as it spread, one yielded to its expansion, and rushed to the farthest verge and there
quivered and felt the world come closer, swollen with some astonishing significance,
some pressure of rapture, which split its thin skin and gushed and poured with an
extraordinary alleviation over the cracks and sores! Then, for that moment, she had seen
an illumination; a match burning in crocus; an inner meaning almost expressed. But the
close withdrew; the hard softened. It was over – the moment. (V. Woolf, Dalloway 47)
Woolf’s tunneling process explores Clarissa’s sexuality by layering time—like stratification—
with internal dialogue, and lyric consciousness. She accomplishes this by slowing down narrative
time and opening Clarissa’s memory to the sensual, lyric moment.
If we consider the same passage for its rhythmic qualities, patterns emerge:

/

∪

/ ∪

/

∪

/

∪

/

∪

/

Only / for a / moment / but it / was e / nough.
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The sentence above is divided into metrical feet and its stressed and unstressed syllables are
identified. This process is called scansion – it is normally applied to the poetic line. In scansion,
the poetic line is analyzed with respect to its patterns of stressed and unstressed syllables that
divide it into metrical feet. Scansion uses an ictus ( / ) to mark a stressed syllable and breve (∪) to
mark an unstressed one. Metrical feet are divided with a backslash ( / ). Different metrical feet
create different sonic and emotional effects for the reader. In this sentence Woolf is using a
trochaic meter, which consists of one stressed syllable followed by an unstressed syllable ( /

∪ ).

Trochaic meter is drum-like with its stress on the first syllable, the rhythm of this sentence is
forceful, but very regular and composed. The sentence following it begins similarly:
∪

/

∪

/

/

∪

∪ /

∪

It was / a sud / den rev / el a / tion
Here we continue with regular trochees, but with the word ‘revelation,’ Woolf launches into a
different rhythm, and a more open and irregular one:
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∪ /
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∪
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∪

∪
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rev / el a / tion, a tinge / like a blush / which one tried / to check / and then, /
∪

∪

/

∪

/

∪

/

/

∪

∪

/

∪

/

as it spread, / one yield / ed to / its expan / sion, and rushed / to the far / thest verge
Woolf has shifted to a loose dactylic meter ( ∪

∪ /

), which recalls the sound of a galloping horse.

Indeed, to compare the experience of reading this passage to a horseback ride, we would begin
riding in a tight trot (trochees), and then dig in the spurs at the word, ‘revelation’ (dactyls). The
ride then finishes by returning, with short, declarative sentences, to a trot. In the above passage
Woolf slows down narrative time by pinpointing the moment of change in Clarissa’s
phenomenal experience and its duration: “Like a faint scent, or a violin next door (so strange is
the power of sounds at certain moments). Clarissa’s crisis is then described: “she did
undoubtedly then feel what men felt.” Then Woolf jumps into prosody: “Only for a moment but
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it was enough,” and soon lands back in the existential seven lines later with “But the close
withdrew; the hard softened. It was over – the moment” (V. Woolf, Dalloway 47).
Woolf presents a mode of consciousness that expresses both male and female sexuality,
and something altogether different in its collaboration or performance; thus the ‘I’ that
autonomously dwells and moves in the populated ‘We’ is androgynous. It is an expression of
consciousness that is not limited by an expression of sexuality or gender performance, it is selfdetermining and changeable with its environment. Or as Virginia Woolf famously describes her
essay, A Room of One’s Own:49 “It is fatal to be a man or woman pure and simple; one must be
woman-manly or man-womanly” (104). Clarissa’s bisexuality is advanced in the lyric moment,
and thus Woolf successfully subverts a heteronormative social construct. Woolf’s innovative
hybrid of lyricism and fiction provided a space to foster and acknowledge sub-cultures and her
dissent from the suppressive customs of her times. Woolf’s fictional characters are experimental,
and highly developed via an aesthetic experience. Her lyrical prose both celebrated and mourned
self-consciousness. Under her command of sound and imagery, narrative time gives way to
prosody and the lyric moment in the face of crisis and existential questioning. Mrs. Dalloway
vacillates between narrative and lyric; in these moments of change, Woolf is able to suspend
time in contemplation, captures what is fleeting, disappearing or imagined.
Woolf slows and speeds up narrative time in her novels by pinpointing and describing
the moment when something changes. If narrative time is the grammatical positioning of a
narrative in the past, present and future (or the time of utterance, such as: before-now or afternow), then lyric time is an enduring present moment, which renders an internal, emotional state.
Woolf brings self-consciousness to the foreground of her novels by essentially manipulating
time; she does this by speeding up or slowing down narrative time, to access lyric time and cast
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light on the being of her characters. Her characters’ positions in time are flexible and not fixed.
Woolf’s attention to time and the impression it has on everyday events is captured in Mrs.
Dalloway. She ties her characters’ consciousnesses together by interlinking their sensory
experiences, sometimes multi-sensory experience. For example, the hourly chiming of Big Ben,
with its massive bells and neo-gothic style tower, clad on all four sides with a clock, is an
auditory, visual, and palpable experience. Clarissa describes:
For having lived in Westminster—how many years now? [O]ver twenty,—one feels even
in the midst of the traffic, or waking at night, Clarissa was positive, a particular hush, or
solemnity; an indescribable pause; a suspense (but that might be her heart, affected, they
said, by influenza) before Big Ben Strikes. There! Out it boomed. First a warning,
musical; then the hour, irrevocable. The leaden circles dissolved in the air. Such fools we
are, she thought, crossing Victoria Street. (V. Woolf, Dalloway 5-6)
Big Ben’s chiming bells reverberate through the bodies and internal dialogues of the characters
in Mrs. Dalloway. It connects them to London’s architecture and its bustling streets. The shared
experience of Big Ben becomes a medium, for Woolf, to intersubjectively connect her
characters’ consciousness. It is the passage of time in Mrs. Dalloway, “which gnaws on things,
and leaves on them the mark of its tooth” (Bergson, CE 32), that becomes important, and its
phenomenal tangibility, rather than, say, the numerical representation of the hour. Or as Henri
Bergson argues: “We do not think real time. But we live it, because life transcends intellect (CE
32). Woolf enacts this transcendence in Mrs. Dalloway by incorporating Big Ben, a symbol or
British power and modern innovation, as a medium to phenomenally connect her characters.
Woolf holds up the Big Ben experience of time next to the ideas (or inventions) of
time in her characters. In doing so, she renders experiences that align with Bergson’s concept of
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duration. In his celebrated book, Creative Evolution, Bergson defines duration as: “[N]ot merely
one instant replacing another; if it were, there would never be anything but the present – no
prolonging of the past in the actual, no evolution, no concrete duration. Duration is the
continuous progress of the past which gnaws into the future and which swells as it advances”
(11). If time is viewed as duration, then phenomenal experience is of primary importance.
Woolf’s characters feel duration, not sequential time; it’s physical and psychological and it’s
palpable to the reader. Virginia Woolf describes a personal experience, one that elucidates
Bergsonian duration in A Room of One’s Own:
At this moment, as so often happens in London, there was a complete lull and suspension
of traffic. Nothing came down the street; nobody passed. A single leaf detached itself
from the plane tree at the end of the street, and in that pause and suspension fell.
Somehow it was like a signal pointing to a force in things, which one had overlooked. (V.
Woolf 96)
This puzzling moment of insight and intuition that Woolf articulates also is expressed through
her fictional characters. As Septimus describes: “Traffic accumulated. And there the motor car
stood. With drawn blinds, and upon them a curious pattern like a tree, Septimus thought, this
gradual drawing together of everything to one [center] before his eyes…” (V. Woolf, Dalloway
21). Like Woolf, and her characters, Bergson describes the tilt of an everyday moment, while he
waited for the sugar to melt in his glass. Bergson becomes impatient with the duration of this
phenomenon, asking the question, “Why must I wait for the sugar to melt?” (CE 185). He
reflects:
If the future is bound to succeed the present instead of being given alongside of it, it is
because the future is not altogether determined at the present moment, and that if the time
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taken up by this succession is something other than a number, if it has for the
consciousness that is installed in it absolute value and reality, it is because there is
unceasingly being created in it, not indeed in any such artificially isolated system as a
glass of sugared water, but in the concrete whole of which every such system forms part,
something unforeseeable and new. (Bergson, CE 186)
Time becomes relative to one’s perception of reality; one’s reality manifests the perception of
time. In other words, the sugar melting, or the leaf falling is always a becoming, or “something
unforeseeable and new” (Bergson, CE 186). Yet, the individual’s rational mind latches onto the
perception of repetition and sameness in daily events, and turns away from what Bergson calls
the “vision of time” (CE 32). Woolf locates the moment when, as Bergson describes, the
“sameness of daily events” is disrupted, and she opens it wide to philosophical inquiry (CE 32).
In other words, when Woolf slows down narrative time, Woolf creates tension in her stories, and
the question arises: what comes next? Indeed, Woolf interrogates the tilt of the moment, and its
Bergsonian duration.
The reality of Septimus is stretched open like a slinky, rather playfully, revealing its
circular coils, its contained potential, its spring-like movement, and its connective points; it is
held not in the hand of the future, or the hand of the past but in the movement of the present.
Woolf pulls the slinky apart50:
Everything had come to a standstill. The throb of the motor engines sounded like a pulse
irregularly drumming through an entire body. The sun became extraordinarily hot
because the motor car had stopped outside Mulberry’s shop window; old ladies on the
tops of omnibuses spread their black parasols; here a green, here a red parasol opened
with a little pop. Mrs. Dalloway, coming to the window with her arms full of sweet peas,
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looked out with her little pink face pursed in enquiry. Every one looked at the motor car.
Septimus looked. Boys on bicycles sprang off. Traffic accumulated. (V. Woolf, Dalloway
20-21)
The tension that Woolf creates in this passage through a slowing down of time amplifies the life
force of Septimus and Clarissa and their struggle to experience their own being and their own
creative evolution. Bergson presents creative evolution as being propelled by a kind of vital
force/vital impetus or élan vital (Gunter 82). He compares the explosive force contained within
the powder of a shell to “the way life breaks into individuals and species. It depends, we think,
on two series of causes: the resistance life meets from inert matter, and the explosive force – due
to an unstable balance of tendencies – which life bears within itself” (Bergson, CE 61). Woolf
also describes this vital impetus as an explosive force in her essay, On Being Ill: “[The body]
must go through the whole unending process of changes, heat and cold, comfort and discomfort,
hunger and satisfaction, health and illness, until there comes the inevitable catastrophe; the body
smashes itself to smithereens, and the soul (it is said) escapes” (Moments 10). Woolf points to
explosive forces within nature and relates them to the soul; the soul is another form of
consciousness, which is an essential part of both the Bergsonian creative effort and Woolf’s
character’s experience of becoming. In the moment of becoming, when Woolf addresses the
nature of Septimus’ purpose in being, she is activating the highest principle in philosophy, the
nature of the ‘I.’ Woolf describes Septimus’ perception through the lens of his illness, and
populates his internal dialogue with the perception of a conscious ‘We.’ He ignites his existential
crisis:
This gradual drawing together of everything to one [center] before his eyes, as if some
horror had come almost to the surface and was about to burst into flames, terrified him.
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The world wavered and quivered and threatened to burst into flames. It is I who am
blocking the way, he thought. Was he not being looked at and pointed at; was he not
weighted there, rooted to the pavement, for a purpose? But for what purpose? (V. Woolf,
Dalloway 20-21)
When Septimus asks the question, “But for what purpose?” it is a question of self-consciousness;
Septimus begins to experience the tremors of an existential crisis – and his social anxiety
develops into various states of paranoia and neurosis. In the character of Septimus, Woolf brings
the reader into moments of madness; the irrational mind becomes a vehicle for perceiving
another kind of reality. When we are reminded of the daily events, and the ordinary moments,
that shape self-consciousness in Woolf’s novels, the rich layering of philosophy, aesthetics, and
fiction strike us as extraordinary. Woolf’s ability to articulates these moments of duration in the
lyric present not only describes the surfacing of self-consciousness, it shares a vision of selfconsciousness that is intersubjective.
In Mrs. Dalloway, a multiplicity of thinking is expressed by the duration of a
collective moment of ‘becoming’; a self-conscious ‘I’ that is populated by the pliable pronoun
‘We.’ In the last section of the novel, Clarissa is empathetic to Septimus’ suicide; she even feels
herself “very like him” (V. Woolf 283), and in that moment her reality is mixed with Septimus,’
and they are joined by the words of Shakespeare’s funeral song, “Fear no more the heat of the
sun,” a refrain in both character’s internal dialogues (283). It is the lyric present, a compression
of time inwards that philosophically illuminates the irregularities and incongruities in what we
call reality. Bergson writes on duration, “If everything is in time, everything changes inwardly,
and the same concrete reality never recurs” (CE 32). Woolf crafts her characters’ perceptions of
reality to continually define and redefine what time is. If Bergson insists that, “Time is invention
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or it is nothing at all” (CE 187), then Woolf uses time as invention in her work, with which she
can illuminate or distort her characters’ perceptions of reality, and use her manipulations of time
to render the disintegration of rational thinking into madness.

3.3: FLIGHTS OF MADNESS AND DISORIENTATION IN LONDON
Septimus moves in a kind of darkness of existential crisis; in his uncertainty, he
questions reality, his immediate environment, and the world. The flight of his mind detaches him
from his body and the restraints of rational, linear thinking. He is exceptionally permeable to his
environment and his reality is post-human. Septimus’ consciousness is integrated and mixed with
his surroundings—and his delusions:
Red flowers grew through his flesh; their stiff leaves rustled by his head. Music began
clanging against the rocks up here. It is a motor horn down in the street, he muttered; but
up here it cannoned from rock to rock, divided, met in shocks of sound which rose in
smooth columns (that music should be visible was a discovery) and became an anthem,
an anthem twined round now by a shepherd boy’s piping (That’s an old man playing a
penny whistle by the public-house, he muttered) which, as the boy stood still came
bubbling from his pipe, and then, as he climbed higher, made its exquisite plaint while
the traffic passed beneath. (V. Woolf, Dalloway 103)
Septimus, and the darkness of his uncertainty, fills and tints Woolf’s dual narratives, creating an
effect that is similar to the technique of ‘chiaroscuro’ in painting and drawing, which heightens
the contrast and gives three-dimensional to a portrait. Septimus’ delusions present a critique of
humanity, and his contempt for the clinical treatment of madness in his internal states of crisis
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and rapture. Woolf penetrates this darkness with the gift of lyrical prose, which ignites moments
of self-reflection, intuition, and perception of time that articulate duration.
At the same time that Woolf is developing the character of Septimus Smith, she
concurrently developed Clarissa Dalloway’s character. As a pair, these characters offer and
reciprocate a kind of mood or atmosphere for each other as protagonists in the double narrative.
While Woolf works to subvert the sexuality of Clarissa, she simultaneously subverts the mental
illness of Septimus. All the while, Woolf connects their sensory perceptions and internal
dialogues, intersubjectively, on morbid meditations that solicit death as an answer to life. Or as
Clarissa describes: “Death was defiance. Death was an attempt to communicate; people feeling
the impossibility of reaching the [center] which, mystically, evaded them; closeness drew apart;
rapture faded, one was alone. There was an embrace in death” (V. Woolf, Dalloway 280-81). For
Septimus, this solicitation results in his suicide, and as for Clarissa, she vicariously shares his
death as her own (289).
Illness is a reoccurring, passionate and personal theme in Woolf’s work. In Chapter
Two, we considered Woolf’s novel, The Waves, and her ability to interlink consciousnesses
through the phenomenal experience of illness in her characters, recouping corporeal intelligence
and blurring the external world with the internal complexities of perception. In this chapter,
which focuses primarily on Mrs. Dalloway, Woolf’s rendering of illness informs alternative
states of consciousness, such as delusions and auditory hallucinations. Septimus offers the
irrational mind and neurosis as an experience to the reader; Woolf gives him the following
introduction: “[A]ged about thirty, pale-faced, beak-nosed, wearing brown shoes and a shabby
overcoat, with hazel eyes which had that look of apprehension in them which makes complete

158
strangers apprehensive too. The world has raised its whip; where will it descend?” (Dalloway
20). This whip slowly descends upon its mark, Septimus, within the narrative of Mrs. Dalloway.
With her portraiture of mental illness in Septimus, Woolf presents an early critique of
the psychological impact of WWI on British culture. Woolf’s intimate portrait of Septimus as a
disillusioned war hero, and her rendering of his mental illness51 addresses the profound and
unfathomable ramifications of a new era in chemical warfare implemented during WWI. In his
delusions Septimus splits from a shared reality and forms his own world, with its own meanings
and interpretation of symbols. Septimus occupies an alternative state of consciousness. When
Septimus hallucinates or dissociates during his panic attacks and episodes of depression, Woolf
switches from narrative time to the lyric present, and transitions from prose into prosody, which
carries this difficult content more readily. Woolf pulls from her personal experiences with illness
and mental breakdowns, which afflicted her for the entirety of her life; she embedded them in
Septimus. For example, in the following passage, Septimus hears birds singing in a Greek
chorus, and, according to Hermione Lee (191), this is an auditory hallucination that Woolf
herself suffered from during a mental breakdown:
“Men must not cut down trees. There is a God. (He noted such revelations on the backs
of envelopes.) Change the world. No one kills from hatred. Make it known (he wrote it
down). He waited. He listened. A sparrow perched on the railing opposite chirped
Septimus, Septimus, four or five times over and went on, drawing its notes out, to sing
freshly and piercingly in Greek words how there is no crime and, joined by another
sparrow, they sang in voices prolonged and piercing in Greek words, from trees in the
meadow of life beyond a river where the dead walk, how there is no death.” (V. Woolf,
Dalloway 35-36)
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Woolf, however, was careful in her application of these experiences; she did not want Septimus
be an autobiographical sketch of her illnesses per se, rather, a firsthand critique of the clinical
treatments emerging in Brittan and their relationships to the patient (Lee 188). While writing
Mrs. Dalloway, Woolf reflected on her impetus for creating Septimus: “. . . I adumbrate here a
study of insanity and suicide; the world seen by the sane and the insane side by side—something
like that. Septimus Smith? [Is] that a good name?” (V. Woolf, Writer’s Diary 51). Remarkably,
Woolf had the tenacity to address insanity in her novels, a subject burdened with her own trauma
from numerous doctors and worthless medical treatments. Hermione Lee’s biography claims that
Virginia and Leonard Woolf “consulted at least twelve doctors” in her life, who were terribly
unhelpful and all recommended remarkably eccentric and brutal treatments (178).
Soon after their marriage in 1912, Virginia became very ill, and Leonard began caring
for Virginia at home52 rather than having her committed to a “lunatic asylum” (Lee 178-79).
Nevertheless, Woolf also had awful experiences at homes she was sent to for “rest cures” (178):
she endured forced treatments of total inactivity and isolation; excessive meat and milk diets;
confinement to dark rooms; “vast draughts of bromide” (a sedative) and more painful treatments,
such as having molars extracted “. . . to lower her temperature, on the theory that little nests of
germs were clustered in the roots of the teeth” (Lee 179, 181-82). In addition to Leonard Woolf,
her sister, Vanessa and many close friends and relatives were enlisted in caring for Virginia
during these chronic episodes of illness, which, in 1904 and 1913, included suicide attempts
(178-95). Woolf’s symptoms of mental and physical illness included but were not limited to:
anxiety; depression; migraines; insomnia; fevers; backaches; a racing pulse; fainting spells;
delusions; auditory hallucinations—such as hearing voices; nervousness or “fidgets”; mania;
and, at times, a “terror of people” (Lee 171-73). While her contemporaries recognized her as a
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genius, Woolf had to live with the social stigma of madness and a very real fear of being
permanently institutionalized. As a general rule, privileged women of late-Victorian society who
were deemed emotionally unstable or expressed “non-conformist behavior,” essentially vanished
into asylums (Lee 179). For example Bloomsbury member, Roger Fry’s wife, Helen Coombe,
was institutionalized at a facility called The Retreat, where she remained indefinitely (179). Yet,
Woolf was able to harness these traumatic events and use them in her creative work. Mrs.
Dalloway contains a critical satire of Victorian English medicine and its doctors through the
perceptions, conversations and internal dialogues of Septimus and Rezia53. Lee correctly points
out the importance of Woolf’s prose in this regard, in asserting that: “a creative language which
describes the value of illness competes with, and overcomes, a clinical or psychoanalytical
language for madness” (Lee 188). Woolf is able to articulate the mind of the insane,
contextualized by the sane; then she radically turns this judgment back on itself by recontextualizing the sane by the insane.
In writing about madness and trauma, the line that Woolf traces along the rupturing of
social norms also delineates an intersubjectivity that is post-human. In Mrs. Dalloway, the
rendering of consciousness in Woolf’s characters is blurred with inventions, urban spaces, public
gardens and flower shops, and the distinct phenomenal experiences of a modern life during an
inner-war atmosphere of discontent. The city of London becomes the apparatus through which
shared experiences occur and become both the portal to, and the platform of intersubjectivity.
The topography of the city in an integral part of her character development and becomes visible
alongside, and, at times, intermixed with their self-consciousness. Physical proximity becomes
important when Woolf links consciousness in space and time:
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[T]hey went further and further from her, being attached to her by a thin thread (since
they had lunched with her) which would stretch and stretch, get thinner and thinner as
they walked across London; as if one’s friends were attached to one’s body, after
lunching with them, by a thin thread, which (as she dozed there) became hazy with the
sound of bells, striking the hour or ringing to service, as a single spider’s thread is blotted
with rain-drops, and, burdened, sags down. So she slept. And Richard Dalloway and
Hugh Whitbread hesitated at the corner of Conduit Street at the very moment that
Millicent Bruton, lying on the sofa let the thread snap; snored. (Dalloway 170)
In this passage, Woolf has mixed the consciousness of Millicent Bruton with Hugh Whitbread,
and furthermore, their physical proximity and spatial concerns of Conduit Street; thus all of these
components interpenetrate each other in a fleeting, intersubjective moment. The cityscape of
London is an integral part of Woolf’s delineation of intersubjective consciousness in the
characters of Mrs. Dalloway, and we come to know London along with the developments of the
characters. Additionally, interior dwellings, corridors, passageways, and seascapes play critical
roles in connecting the internal dialogues of the characters in works such as To the Lighthouse54,
Orlando, and—more abstractly—The Waves. The socio-geographic spaces that the characters
inhabit are a topological manifestation of self-consciousness. This is uncompromisingly the case
in Mrs. Dalloway, a work in which Woolf charts the city of London in the development of her
characters. Philosopher Levi Bryant, in his book Onto-Cartography: An Ontology of Machines
and Media, says of topology:
In Newtonian space, entities can move freely in any direction. In other words, space isn’t
characterized by varying degrees of density and fluidity. In a topological conception of
space, matters are very different. Where a Newtonian conception of space conceives
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space as a preexistent container in which machines are housed, a topological conception
of space treats space as arising from machines. In a topological conception, space is
conceived of as a network of paths between machines or nodes produced by machines.
(144)
In other words, the spaces that the characters occupy, or transition through, both illustrate and
become a part of their consciousnesses; correspondingly, the external spaces that Woolf creates
in her novels echo the characters’ internal dialogues, rendering “a network of paths between
machines” (Bryant 144). Indeed, this is how Woolf understood the workings of her own mind, as
she describes in her diary on August 15, 1924: “But I like going from one lighted room to
another, such is my brain to me; lighted rooms; & the walks in the fields are corridors; & now to
day I’m lying & thinking” (V. Woolf, Diary Two 310). This passage is referring to the
composition of Mrs. Dalloway and its attention to spatial concerns in the narrative.
In some instances, and perhaps more radically, a character’s environment does not
reflect the identity of the character, thereby rendering the transgression of a psychogeographic
boundary55. For example, when Clarissa’s daughter, Elizabeth, impulsively rides an omnibus
across the Strand thoroughfare to an area that she is unfamiliar with in Central London, she has
transgressed a psycho-geographic boundary. Her experience of traversing the city—where a
Dalloway would not go—exposes the topography that shapes her identity (V. Woolf 208). The
city spaces that she frequented—or refused to encounter—are interlinked to her consciousness,
and inseparable to her sense of self in the world (208). Woolf frames this moment by writing that
Elizabeth has lost track of time, linear time; thus Elizabeth searches her spatial surroundings for
points of reference in time (V. Woolf, Dalloway 208). Levi Bryant describes the entanglement of
time and space: “There is no space that does not have its temporal dimension and implications,
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nor is there any time that does not have its spatial dimension and implications” (141). Woolf’s
characters are bound up in spatial dimensions of narrative time, and of the lyric present,
throughout Mrs. Dalloway. Elizabeth continues:
But what was the time?—where was a clock? She looked up Fleet Street. She walked just
a little way towards St. Paul’s, shyly, like some one penetrating on tiptoe, exploring a
strange house by night with a candle, on edge lest the owner should suddenly fling wide
his bedroom door, or sitting-room doors, or lead straight to the larder. For no Dalloways
came down the Strand daily; she was a pioneer, a stray, venturing, trusting. (208)
Elizabeth’s experience of traversing London via omnibus and walking in new areas prompts a
change in her thinking, and it exposes how her identity is dependent on her environment. Her
self-consciousness in the Strand is connected to the physical space that she occupies; her
penetration of Fleet Street and St. Paul’s is a trespassing of a psycho-geographic boundary (V.
Woolf, Dalloway 208).
The disruption of Elizabeth’s habitual, spatial patterns also disrupts the patterns in her
thinking; her internal dialogue changes to a social critique of the insipid bourgeois lifestyles
impressed on women during her times. Elizabeth is a seventeen-year-old who is disenchanted
with idea of coming out into society, when her social value was determined by her social
performance as an eligible bride, and how successfully she married. Woolf summarizes
Elizabeth’s perspective on such courtship: “Every man fell in love with her, and she was really
awfully bored” (V. Woolf, Dalloway 205). Through Elizabeth’s transgression of
psychogeographic boundaries, Woolf challenges the social constructs and expectations of
domestic practices placed on Victorian women coming of age. Elizabeth did not want to be
objectified into a sexist ideal of beauty, compared to, as Woolf describes: “poplar trees, early
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dawn, hyacinths, fawns, running water, and garden lilies” (Dalloway 204). Rather, Elizabeth had
ambitions to pursue a professional career, and she aimed to be of service to her community:
“[S]he would like to have a profession. She would become a doctor, a farmer, possibly go into
Parliament, if she found it necessary, all because of the Strand” (V. Woolf, Dalloway 207). This
change in Elizabeth’s thinking is inseparable from the change in her environment and everyday
routine. Acting on her impulse to feed the omnibus another penny, she rides farther across the
Strand and is plucked from her normal pattern of thinking. Philosopher Guy Debord describes
this kind of experience as the dérive; meaning that, an individual is “literally” set adrift (Debord
703). Debord argued for artistic and political revolution through the intervention and disruption
of everyday repetitions of life in his essay, Writings from the Situationist International (701).
Debord’s “theory of the dérive” was a situationist method for combating the “empty moments of
life,” and the “stupefying . . . by-products of mystifying ideology and bourgeois tastes,” found in
the new experience of leisure time for the proletariat (702-03). The theory of the dérive
interrupted urban routes and regularly frequented spaces in favor of varied passageways and
“ambiances” in the modern city; interruptions with an aim to regain one’s individual sovereignty
from the “modern spectacle” manipulated by capitalism (Debord 703). Elizabeth’s spontaneous
passage through the Strand jolts her into thoughts of self-actualization. Her impressions of the
city and its people also produce an internal reflection that supersedes the false representations of
a life determined by the cultural constructs of her time. Elizabeth reflects:
And she liked the feeling of people working. She liked those churches, like shapes of
grey paper, breasting the stream of the Strand. It was quite different here from
Westminster, she thought, getting off at Chancery Lane. It was so serious; it was so busy .
. . [w]ith thoughts of ships, of business, of law, of administration, and with it all so stately
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(she was in the Temple), gay (there was the river), pious (there was the Church), made
her quite determined, whatever her mother might say, to become wither a farmer or a
doctor. (V. Woolf, Dalloway 207)
Thus Elizabeth’s self-consciousness extends to the space and time that she moves in: to her
passageway through the Strand; to the omnibus; and to her trespass, all of which are connected to
her self-actualization.
Woolf forges an experience that is post-human by intermixing cultural constructs, the
cityscape of London, and the machines of the roaring twenties with Elizabeth’s selfconsciousness. Woolf utilizes non-human elements, such as buildings, parks, and inventions to
connect the characters’ internal dialogues in Mrs. Dalloway. She does this through collective
experiences, some in lyric time and others in narrative time. For example, Woolf narrates a
shared event of various characters observing the sky. A plane is skywriting with smoke, and each
onlooker watches it write letters from disparate vantage points, and guesses what the word will
be: “Glaxo,” said Mrs. Coates in a strained, awestricken voice, gazing straight up, and her baby,
lying stiff and white in her arms, gazed straight up” (Dalloway 29). Sustained flight, a passion
through all ages, had become a reality with the Wright brothers’ invention of a flying machine in
1903 (“Wright, Orville” 3006). By the nineteen twenties, aeronautics was still in its infancy and
certainly marvelous to see from earth. Woolf’s characters express a feeling of discomfort and
awe during this intersubjective moment: “the [airplane] rushed out of the clouds again, the
sounds boring into the ears of all people in the Mall, in the Green Park, in Piccadilly, in Regent
Street, in Regent’s Park . . . ” (Dalloway 30). The words eventually spell toffee, and the various
characters realize it’s an advertisement (31). Woolf renders a mass experience that reifies, yet
predates Debord’s concept of a modern spectacle56. In other words, her characters collectively
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watch a flying machine miraculously write a message with smoke in the sky; and its meaning?
Consume toffee! Thus toffee connects the disparate characters and interrupts the dual narrative,
just like a television commercial. After which, character voices such as Mrs. Coates fall away
and disappear in the narrative, while other character voices like that of Septimus, remain and
continue to resurface. For Septimus, watching the skywriting further aggravated and encouraged
his delusional thinking: “So, thought Septimus, looking up, they are signaling to me” (V. Woolf,
Dalloway 31). His madness helps to further highlight the web-like connections of posthumanism. Septimus’ self-consciousness extends beyond his body and is a part of his
environment; he is Regent’s Park; he is the Broad Walk (31):
But they beckoned; leaves were alive; trees were alive. And the leaves were alive. And
the leaves being connected by millions of fibers with his own body, there on the seat,
fanned it up and down; when the branch stretched, he, too made that statement. The
sparrows fluttering, rising, and falling in jagged fountains were part of the pattern; the
white and blue, barred with black branches. Sounds made harmonies with premeditation;
the spaces between them were as significant as the sounds. A child cried. Rightly far
away a horn sounded. All taken together meant the birth of a new religion. (V. Woolf,
Dalloway 32-33)
Septimus’ fragmented reality is powerfully brought together, for a moment, and a new religion is
birthed. Meaning is restored to life in his madness through toffee, a capitalist dream come true.
Does it matter that, to Septimus, the letters are unintelligible (32)? No. For Septimus,
“unimaginable beauty” has been restored in the world (V. Woolf, Dalloway 31). The possibilities
of a shared but fragmented reality are a reoccurring theme in Mrs. Dalloway. Woolf utilizes the
city of London, objects of technology, organic and non-human elements to concurrently link the
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characters’ phenomenal experiences in the dual narrative. Julia Briggs’ book, Virginia Woolf: An
Inner Life, claims that Woolf’s: “relating of events through the consciousness of individuals
provides fewer opportunities for the traditional voice of the narrator to pass judgment, and gives
the reader greater freedom to judge, as in a play” (134). I agree with Briggs, and would further
add that this kind of project, the polyphonic novel, was more fully realized in Woolf’s novel The
Waves. Briggs connects the shared experiences in Mrs. Dalloway: the skywriting, the heat wave,
a backfiring car, and the sound of Big Ben striking, and other events, as examples of literary
connective tissue (Inner Life 134). These moments enabled Woolf to move between group events
and individual consciousness while maintaining a cohesive story. Thus the integration of
industrial era innovations, and the cityscape of London are integral to her rendering of
intersubjective consciousness. She also uses these same topographical, industrial, and nonhuman elements to perforate narrative time with the lyric present. Woolf’s ability to puncture
prose with poetry disrupts linear time and powerfully illuminates the madness of Septimus.
Furthermore, it connects the disparate realities of characters that bump-up to one another; cross
paths; and autonomously co-exist in an intersubjective realm. For example, Woolf connects the
culmination of events that lead to Elizabeth’s self-actualization: “Calmly and competently . . .
mount[ing] the Westminster omnibus” (Dalloway 211), with the psychosis of Septimus via the
sounds, color, and the street-life, and topography of the Strand. Woolf blends but does not mix
the consciousness of her characters in the lyric present:
Going and coming, beckoning, signaling, so the light and shadow which now made the
wall grey, now the bananas bright yellow, now made the Strand grey, now made the
omnibuses bright yellow, seemed to Septimus Warren Smith lying on the sofa in the
sitting-room; watching the watery gold glow and fade with the astonishing sensibility of
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some live creature on the roses, on the wall-paper. Outside the trees dragged their leaves
like nets through the depths of the air; the sound of water was in the room and through
the waves came the voices of birds singing. (V. Woolf, Dalloway 211)
The passage has repositioned Septimus in the lyric present, time seems to halt and he is, for a
moment, no longer afraid of human nature (148); nor is he afraid of his imminent death (V.
Woolf, Dalloway 226). The painterly qualities of Woolf’s poetry is applied to prose, deftly
connecting the phenomenal experiences of Septimus and Elizabeth, and render an intersubjective
realm that is post-human. Narrative time and the lyric present in Mrs. Dalloway are thus
entwined to support each other and render patterns that describe a shared world of fragmented,
overlapping perceptions that goes beyond the ideology of modernism. Or as Woolf describes in
her essay Poetry, Fiction and the Future: “In the modern mind beauty is accompanied not by its
shadow but by its opposite” (V. Woolf, Essays Volume Four 433). For Woolf, these moments of
beauty are accompanied by madness. In the same essay she describes the modern mind as a:
“queer conglomeration of incongruous things” (Essays Volume Four 436), this mind is fully
illuminated in the character of Septimus, as his sense of self lacks cohesion and unity. As the
narrative progresses, he becomes more fragmented in the lyric present. His internal dialogue
integrates with the bright yellow bananas, the gray colored wallpaper and the gray colored Strand
outside his window. Septimus’ reality is mixed with the bright yellow omnibus and Elizabeth’s
self-actualization, and more ferociously with his auditory hallucinations of “the voices the dead”
(V. Woolf, Dalloway 211, 220). Thus, in Woolf’s interrogation of the modern mind, we find the
beauty and madness of Septimus and the surfacing complexity of the post-human experience.
Intertextually, episodes of Septimus’ madness and moments of Clarissa’s anxiety
reference Shakespeare’s play Cymbeline. Septimus, like Clarissa, internally ruminates on
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variations of a passage from Act 4, Scene 2 of Cymbeline, in which Imogen (a British princess,
disguised as a boy) is believed to be dead but she only sleeping—sedated by a potion. This
comes after the culmination of dramatic and flummoxing events, such as a dual between
Guiderius and prince Cloten, which ends in the decapitation of prince Cloten. Guiderius,
Arviragus, and Belarius who have been in the company of the disguised Imogen, find her and
perceive her as dead, after the duel. Despairingly, they decide to place the now headless Cloten
and sleeping Imogen next to each other in the Welsh forest. Guiderius, Arviragus, and Belarius
sing a funeral song to their dead bodies: “Fear no more the heat o’th’ sun, / Nor the furious
winter’s rages. / Thou thy worldly task hast done, / Home art gone and ta’en thy wages. / Golden
lads and girls all must, / As chimney-sweepers, come to dust” (Shakespeare 1301). Through their
private ruminations on the words of Shakespeare, Septimus and Clarissa’s divergent stories are
connected, even after Septimus’ death.
This intertextual reference, and corresponding internal reflections, render
intersubjective moments that support the crisscrossing of the dual narrative, and blur the
consciousness of the protagonists, who otherwise never meet. These kinds of relationships that
Woolf creates are post-human, and offer earlier insight into the complexities of information age,
an era in which we experience each other through ever-advancing technology, rather than via inperson exchanges. Other narrative elements, such as the heat wave, or as Shakespeare describes:
“the heat o’ the sun” (1301), also tie the realities of the characters together. Even in Septimus’
last moments these uniting narrative elements reoccur. Before Septimus commits suicide he
poses this question: “But he would wait till the very last moment. He did not want to die. Life
was good. The sun hot. Only human beings—what did they want?” (V. Woolf, Dalloway 226).
Septimus, laments human nature as fundamentally cruel and pack-oriented:
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For the truth is (let her ignore it) that human beings have neither kindness, nor faith, nor
charity beyond what serves to increase the pleasure of the moment. They hunt in packs.
Their packs scour the desert and vanish screaming into the wilderness. They desert the
fallen. (V. Woolf, Dalloway 135)
In his madness, Septimus, has left the pack of humanity and his questioning of human nature
causes a fatal existential crisis. It is the character of Doctor Holmes who drives Septimus to jump
from a window, shouting at the doctor “I’ll give it you!” (Dalloway 226). What is “it” that
Septimus gives? His life? This tragic ending of Septimus autobiographically resembles a suicide
attempt by Virginia Woolf in 1904, who survived jumping out a “(low) window” during a bad
episode of depression (Lee 195). The demise of Septimus, driven to suicide to escape his doctor
presents a dark satire and deeply personal critique of the Victorian clinical treatments of mental
illness. Woolf’s philosophical questioning of the nature of being, and her critique of the
institutionalization of mental illness, are connected to the remarkable, yet everyday events, of her
own life. Woolf’s opinions on the connections between an author and his or her fiction are
detailed in A Room of One’s Own:
What were the conditions in which women lived, I asked myself; for fiction, an
imaginative work this is, is not dropped like a pebble upon the ground, as science may be;
fiction is like a spider’s web, attached ever so lightly perhaps, but still attached to life at
all four corners. Often the attachment is scarcely perceptible; Shakespeare’s plays, for
instance, seem to hang there complete by themselves. But when the web is pulled askew,
hooked up at the edge, torn in the middle, one remembers that these webs are not spun in
mid-air by incorporeal creatures, but are the work of suffering human beings, and are
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attached to grossly material things, like health and money and the houses we live in.
(Room 41-42)
We see the “suffering of human beings” in Septimus, and we see the “health and money and the
houses we live in” in Clarissa (V. Woolf, Room 41-42). Septimus is Clarissa’s double, they have
a spatial relationship that is autonomous: characters, places, times, literature and experiences are
caught between in the web-like dual narrative, even though the two never directly engage.
If we return to the philosophy of Levi Bryant, Clarissa and Septimus remain like two
anchors, or nodes in “networks of paths between machines” (Bryant 144). Woolf, thus addresses
a problem of intersubjectivity: how does the individual come to terms with a world where
separate realities exist and intermingle; or exist, but do not directly engage with each other? In
Mrs. Dalloway, characters co-exist in space and time; yet experience entirely different realities
that are, for brief phenomenal moments, united and rhizomatic.57 The crushing magnitude of the
world’s disparate realities, intermingling for a moment, or for a day, or vicariously through
technology, is overwhelming to imagine. Yet Woolf is able to engage this philosophical problem
by creating a dual narrative with two protagonists on divergent paths, their respective
experiences of space and time crisscrossing throughout the story. Woolf connects their realities
in the sticky web of intersubjectivity, and renders the fragmented, permeable, and morphing
consciousness of posthumanism. In Bryant’s book Onto-Cartography: An Ontology of Machines
and Media, he writes: “onto-cartography rejects the notion that there is one time containing all
entities. In the same way that spaces arise from machines rather than containing them, times arise
from machines as well. There is a plurality of times” (157). Septimus, in his madness, has his
own space and time that arises from his situation; this is in tandem with Clarissa, who creates her
own space and time while preparing for her party. Woolf complicates this situation by
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integrating non-human elements, such as architectural spaces, animals, plants, and objects of
industry into these two expressions of human consciousness. For Bryant, these non-human and
organic elements are also types of machines, collectively they are various types of topological
fields, or as he describes: “becomings and movements of machines” (157). The spatial
relationships and temporal networks that Woolf creates are post-human and they anticipate the
Information Age’s sharpening of difficulties in negotiating disparate and permeable realities in
incongruent experiences of space and time.
Mrs. Dalloway is an exceptional work of fiction because of its bold experimentation in
craft and array of philosophical and aesthetic inquires. Woolf uses poetic strategies, such as
interrupting narrative time with the lyric present to subvert taboo content, such as homosexuality
and mental illness, away from the suppressive and discriminatory ideologies of Victorian era
social constructs. Woolf advances a queer agenda and feminist model for female sexual
empowerment, answering Irigaray’s call for a new sexual specificity, while remaining within the
restricted currency of discourse of her times. Furthermore, Woolf develops alternative states of
consciousness by addressing mental illness and death in her characters. She challenges the
institutionalization of the sick and the social stigma of madness by representing the sane from
vantage point of the insane. In doing so, Woolf offers a dark satire of doctor-patient relationships
and her work philosophically questions the nature of modern humanity, and its evolving
relationship to the mental illness. By repositioning Mrs. Dalloway within a posthumanistic
theater, we see how Woolf’s characters break the barrier of monologic discourse in fiction. Her
articulation of a shared consciousness reaches beyond the human and is integrated with the
spatial topographies of London. Urban spaces, machines and innovations of modern technology
interpenetrate and unite the minds of disparate characters. Further, Woolf utilizes the duration of
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time in the lyric present, and thereby is able to fabricate a multitude of spaces and times in her
characters, in an androgynous and intersubjective mode of being. Woolf is a visionary of a selfconscious, autonomous ‘I’ that is populated and voiced by a heterogeneous ‘We.’ In this way,
Mrs. Dalloway anticipates and contributes to the philosophical realm of the post-human; it is
distinctly postmodern in its conception and execution. By repositioning Mrs. Dalloway within in
a posthumanistic theater, we begin to comprehend the caliber of Woolf’s aesthetic and
philosophical inquires, that continue to inform our understandings of intersubjectivity in the
Information age.
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CHAPTER 4
WOOLF TRACKS AND FEMINIST THEORY: BECOMING-ORLANDO
In Virginia Woolf’s 1928 novel, Orlando: A Biography, she examines the role-playing
that one takes up, bumps up against, or refuses in the display of one’s sex and gender within
English social structures over the course of approximately 300 years (from around 1586 to
1928). Orlando unmoors gender from biological sex and sets it adrift as a floating signifier,
which is produced and upheld by the currents of political and cultural constructs that
simultaneously create and enforce their performativity (Butler, GT 192-93). Woolf’s fiction
anticipated what has become a social reality for contemporary trans and genderqueer
communities. The narrative of Orlando traces the changing and unstable boundaries of male and
female identities and their corresponding gender roles in relation to geography, social status, and
historical circumstances such as war and technological innovations during the industrial
revolution. Woolf’s narrator continually considers the ramifications of sex and gender on her
eponymous protagonists’ poetic and literary activities, and thus emphasizes the professional
inequality of the sexes. Woolf’s novels To The Lighthouse (1927), Orlando (1928), and her essay
A Room of One’s Own (1929) were written in quick succession during a creative surge, and they
share common threads that unite her feminist thinking with different outcomes. This chapter will
explore these works by Woolf intertextually and it will concentrate on how Woolf weaves these
ideas of gender performativity and inequality together in the gender-fluid character Orlando. My
aim in this chapter will be to lay bare Woolf’s vision of a genderless, sexless state-of-being, visà-vis Judith Butler’s theories of gender as performance and as a social construct that is created
and governed by a heteronormative patriarchy (Butler, GT 192-93). By aligning Butler’s
scholarship with the literary work of Woolf, we are able to evaluate the social constructs that
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design, manipulate and enforce the gender in the character Orlando. We will consider Butler’s
theory of a “failed copy” (GT 200), by analyzing the Archduke/Archduchess’ drag performance,
and his/her unsuccessful courtship of Orlando. The concept of a failed copy is important here
because Orlando must learn how to perform her new gender role, after “he” spontaneously
changes into a “she” (but maintains the same inner life). Becoming a woman proves to be a
fraught task, artistically and emotionally, that ultimately results Orlando embracing both genders
as his/her own. Butler’s gender theory helps us navigate Orlando’s transition into a hybrid
gender and bisexual orientation.
This alignment of Butler’s and Woolf’s texts helps us to understand that there is nothing
natural about Orlando’s gender as male or as female, and it shows how Orlando’s gender is a
cultural construct that is amended as history and social customs change. Further, this intertextual
alignment helps us to see how Woolf successfully created a genderqueer character identity that
remained acceptable for a conservative English literary audience in the early twentieth century. I
posit that Woolf’s technique relies on what Butler describes as “strategies [of] subversive
repetition,” and that Woolf demonstrates the “immanent possibilities of contesting” constructs of
gender identity, by interrupting social conventions in literature (GT 201).
Woolf’s vision of gender is hybridist and androgynous, whereas Butler deconstructs
gender as uninhabitable and a “relative point of convergence” (GT 14), rather than promoting a
synthesis of genders. Orlando embodies Woolf’s vision of a multi-gendered subject that she
elsewhere described as man-womanly, and woman-manly (Room 104). Later in this chapter, I
argue that the hybrid and genderqueer identity of Orlando presents an intersubjective and
feminist ‘We,’ which challenges the heteronormative conceptualization of a phallocentric ‘I.’

176
How does the narrative of Orlando contribute to developing theories in sexuality, gender,
and feminism in the computer-driven Information Age? When we reposition Orlando in a posthuman discourse and the limitations of sex and gender are removed, what does Woolf reveal
about self-consciousness? What do Woolf’s aesthetics and use of poetry in fiction reveal to us
about time, trauma, social rituals and English taboos, and furthermore, how do these elements
intersect with Deleuze & Guattari’s concept of becoming-woman? The eponymous protagonist
engages in an array of demonstrative acts that describe both male and female genders; his sex
spontaneously changes to female halfway through the narrative. Yet, Orlando’s internal dialogue
never completely aligns with his/her gender or sex, regardless of his or her any physiological
status as male or female. Orlando’s self-consciousness floats beyond the binary division of sexes.
Orlando’s unapologetic and unexplained metamorphosis has the feeling of Greek myth.
Orlando’s is similar to the story of Iphis, whose sex changed, according to Ovid, from a
female to male with the help of the Goddess Isis: “And you who were so recently a girl / are now
a boy! Bring gifts to the goddess!” (Ovid 331-37). The subject matter of Orlando broke social
taboos during its publication, in the early twentieth century, but was ultimately popular and
socially acceptable because it was fiction—a realm of imaginary people, places and situations
(Briggs, Inner Life 212-13). Incredibly, ninety years after Orlando was published, we are now
living in an age of non-gender-specific, transgender, and post-gender societies. Woolf’s fiction is
now a social reality. Orlando anticipates the contemporary trials and tribulations of the
emancipation of sex from gender.
I assert that Woolf’s vision, as expressed in the character of Orlando, is distinctly a posthuman situation that speaks to contemporary issues of intersubjectivity. For example, Orlando’s
internal dialogue blurs with architectural spaces and nature; the character never fully attaches to
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any one space or time. Orlando remains in a state of flux throughout the narrative, and his/her
internal dialogue is fragmented, and therefore this character never fully integrates with his/her
surroundings. Orlando’s dislocation is similar to the problems cultivated by digital
communications in the Information Age, and the contemporary use of technology as a social
platform for post-human encounters. Orlando has a myriad of eyes from which he/she views the
self, and his/her identity is concentrated into a continually changing social act. Relevant to this
claim is Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity, and her ideas about culture as an
apparatus that designs and governs the construction gender. Butler claims in her seminal work,
Gender Trouble: “[T]he substantive “I” only appears as such through a signifying practice that
seeks to conceal its own workings and to naturalize its effects” (197-98). Woolf’s literary work is
of consequence to our post-human condition in the ways it re-imagines the self and anticipates
contemporary issues of sex, gender, and identity politics.
This chapter is divided into three sections. In Section 1, Disparities in Time: Lines of
Flight and a Becoming-Woman Philosophy, I assert that Woolf crafts suspensions in narrative
time to render moments and variations of becoming, episodes of trauma and to collage space and
time into a distinctly postmodern assemblage. I explore scholarship by Julia Briggs that connects
Virginia Woolf’s treatment of time with advancements in theoretical physics by Albert Einstein
(Inner Life 199). Moreover, I add the work of philosopher Henri Bergson to Briggs’ claim, and
apply Bergson’s concept of duration to Woolf’s fiction (CE 32), which I argue is more relevant
to Woolf’s experiments with time.
I then evaluate Woolf’s craft strategies for suspending time during episodes of trauma in
her narratives, To The Lighthouse and Orlando. While Woolf’s poetic experiments with time in
fiction seem influenced by Bergson’s and Einstein’s renditions of time, Woolf’s literary work
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also speaks to her own perception of time passing, holding still, or hardening off in a partiallyfrozen state of consciousness. Woolf does this by connecting traumatic renderings of narrative
time in “The Great Frost” (Orlando), with her experiments with absence as presence in “Time
Passes” (Lighthouse). I also argue that Woolf penetrates the narrative of Orlando with her own
space and time as the author/narrator, and in doing so she creates post-modern assemblages of
becoming.
I propose that Woolf’s traumatic renderings of time describe the wonderment and terror
of the rapidly changing world of the early 20th century, of the atrocities of WWI. By
incorporating elements of lyric prosody into her fiction, Woolf renders surprising intersections of
consciousness during these traumatic episodes. Additionally, I consider how Woolf incorporates
human dwellings, nature and animals, memory and internal dialogue into a distinctly post-human
experience in To The Lighthouse. Woolf’s fiction recuperates self-consciousness as
intersubjective, fragmented, and integrated with the non-human.
These moments, I posit are philosophically in step with Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari
becoming-woman philosophy in A Thousand Plateaus (277). To unpack these ideas, I will also
engage the work of Italian philosopher Rosi Braidotti, who will help us track lines-of-flight in
Orlando that are associated with Deleuze and Guattari’s becoming-woman philosophy (PD 115).
In Section 2, Intersubjective Portraiture of a Fragmented Ego, I analyze Woolf’s
integration of real people and experiences into her characters to create intersubjective portraits
that explore new combinations of becoming. These characters are often hybrids of real people,
places, and times. I will argue that the boundaries of Woolf’s characters are permeable and mix
with their environments. Sometimes these are natural ecosystems that include animals and
insects, and other times, the thinking-subject(s) intersect with new technologies in a cyborg-like
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fashion. Furthermore, in Section 2, I argue that Woolf creates gender-fluid consciousness that is
intersubjective, and is of importance to our contemporary understanding of new and varied
intersections of becoming.
I will assert that Woolf’s fictional characters offer important insight into her own
experiences in life, the members of the Bloomsbury Group, and their queer alliances. The genre
of fiction enabled Woolf to describe truths about herself and her close relations and friends that
would not have been able to be addressed in non-fiction, given the social and political time
climate in Britain in the early 20th century. Woolf had the creative agency to explore fringe
personalities and behaviors in her characters, enlarged by her own artistic vision, which revealed
uncomfortable truths that were emotional, philosophical, poetic, political, and far more. Perhaps
more importantly, fiction reached a wide range of readers, which Virginia Woolf intentionally
sought, to communicate her visions. This achievement in the arts was made possible by the
generous support of the Bloomsberries’ queer alliances and subculture that created a safe place
for alternative domestic arrangements, and furthermore, that supported women in the arts; and
reciprocally, these women’s alliances protected their male group member’s homosexual
relationships. To support my extended argument I will cite examples from Woolf’s novel To The
Lighthouse, which integrates consciousness to nature, human dwellings, and non-human
elements thus offering an artistic rendering of the post-human condition.
I will address how Woolf’s fiction challenges binary constructs of gender, sexuality, and
ideas of love in her novel, Orlando. Woolf’s creative surge in writing Orlando was fueled by her
tempestuous homosexual affair with Vita Sackville-West, and I will argue that the narrative of
Orlando emerges from the sub-culture of the Bloomsbury Group and the posthumanistic theater
that they created with their taboo alliances. Then, by comparing Orlando to Sigmund Freud’s
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book, Civilization and Its Discontents, I will assert that there are similarities in their respective
splitting of self-consciousness, and in their reconsolidation of identity as an imperfect façade of
events.
In Section 3: Becoming Woman-Manly & Becoming Man-Womanly, I analyze Woolf’s
female characters who are involved in the arts, and the problems that Woolf sets up for them in
her stories. We will interrogate the social constructs that shape the negative internal dialogues of
Lily Briscoe in To The Lighthouse (1927), and examine how she overcomes this sexist mental
framework to finish her painting. Woolf continues examining gender constructs Orlando (1928),
by creating a protagonist who must relearn the world as a male-to-female poet. The culmination
of these ideas are in Woolf’s seminal essay, A Room of One’s Own (1920), in which Woolf
embeds the fictional scenario of Shakespeare having a sister, named Judith, and then proceeds to
describe the kinds of perils she meets in pursuing poetry; this thought-experiment ends tragically
in Judith’s suicide. From this vantage point, Woolf accounts the problems that women have
faced, and continue to face, in creating art, and she argues for the kinds of support academically,
financially, and spatially to overcome this professional inequality. She, furthermore, creates a
progressive, multi-gendered vision for the sexes that is man-womanly, and woman-manly; a
gender-fluid subject that was rendered in the character Orlando. By intertextualizing these novels
and the extended essay by Woolf, I assert a feminist standpoint that argues that the constructs of
gender roles have served primarily to suppress and subordinate women throughout Western
history, and just as Woolf has described, this suppression impacts the creative agency of women.
The focus of my argument then returns to Orlando, as a key text for its genderqueer
character themes, which I argue are distinctly post-human. Orlando’s sex simultaneously
signifies no gender and all gender, thus he/she offers us a kind of creative sandbox for imagining
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alternatives to binary gender norms. Further, I posit that, in Orlando, Woolf successfully utilized
the tradition of storytelling, satire, and biography to address heteronormative cultural constructs
that perpetuate sexist ideology; she tripped a rigid social pattern in literature with her manwomanly Orlando. I assert that Orlando’s body dwells in uncertainty of the performance, and
support my argument with work of the philosopher and gender theorist, Judith Butler, and her
concept of gender performativity (197-98). Woolf’s gender-fluid, intersubjective consciousness
of Orlando describes what has become a contemporary social reality for trans and gender-queer
communities in many Westernized countries. I will assert that Woolf and the Bloomsbury Group
fostered a queer environment that supported gender ambiguity, and that they dwelled in a space
of gender and sexual uncertainty. Their lifestyles and domestic practices were formative to
Woolf’s ideas on sex and gender and Orlando anticipates the contemporary trials and tribulations
of the emancipation of sex from gender.
Lastly in this section, I assert that Woolf’s vision, as expressed in the character of
Orlando, is distinctly a post-human situation that speaks to contemporary issues of
intersubjectivity. Orlando’s dislocation is similar to the problems cultivated by digital
communications in the Information Age, and the contemporary use of technology as a social
platform for post-human encounters. I propose that Woolf’s fragmentation of the self, and
philosophical population of a posthumanistic ‘I’ with an intersubjective ‘We,’ contributes to
contemporary discourse on the post-human condition.

4.1: DISPARITIES IN TIME, LINES OF FLIGHT, AND A BECOMING-WOMAN
PHILOSOPHY
Orlando begins with a detailed portrait of a sixteen-year-old introverted English nobleman
with literary inclinations, favored by Queen Elizabeth I (who ruled England and Ireland from
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1558 to 1603). Orlando is selected by the Queen to be her courtier, “Treasurer and Steward,” and
she grants Orlando the “jeweled order of the Garter” (V. Woolf 25-26). Orlando was melancholic
and impulsive, he struggled to internally find meaning in life and this manifests in his fraught
poetic pursuits. Time passes; Orlando experiences a personal crisis that drives him to burn all of
his literary works, excluding one poem titled, The Oak Tree. He refurnishes his enormous estate,
and decides he must flee the affections of Archduchess Harriet of Romania. Orlando is sent to
Constantinople as an Ambassador under King Charles II (who reigned from 1625 to 49). While
in Turkey, around the age of 30, Orlando undergoes a spontaneous sexual metamorphosis and
wakes up as a woman. He, now she, becomes a rather ambiguous and melancholic woman with
ambitious creative pursuits—and she joins the nomadic gypsies of Broussa. The personal traits
and internal dialogue of Orlando remain consistent in this male to female transition, but now she
must inhabit, as a woman, the sociocultural constructs that she inhabited as a man. This new
gender directly impacts the reception and public acknowledgement of his—now her—poetry.
Orlando’s return to England as a woman presents a host of social, political, and artistic
challenges that culminate in the Industrial Revolution and the early twentieth century. One of the
novel’s plot twists is that it covers about 300 years of historical time, during which Orlando only
ages a little over 30 years. The biography of Orlando ends on October 11, 1928, after Orlando
(man-womanly) marries the genderqueer character, Marmaduke Bonthrop Shelmerdine
(womanly-manly); they have a child and Orlando publishes her first poem, The Oak Tree.
Virginia Woolf was alive during advancements of the twentieth century that permanently
changed everyday life such as indoor plumbing and electricity, successful flight in an aircraft,
and the personal automobile. These were extraordinary times to live in, and Woolf shares the
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experience of wonderment and terror of her rapidly changing world in her novels. Orlando
observes major innovations in technology over the course of three hundred years:
Look at the lights in the houses! At a touch, a whole room was lit; hundreds of rooms
were lit; and one was precisely the same as the other. One could see everything in the
little square-shaped boxes; there was no privacy; none of these lingering shadows and
odd corners that there used to be; none of those women in aprons carrying wobbly lamps
which they put down carefully on this table and on that. At a touch, the whole room was
bright. And the sky was bright all night long; and the pavements were bright; everything
was bright. (V. Woolf 267)
This illumination of common dwellings places Orlando in the time and space of the early
twentieth century, which Woolf describes as a “terrific explosion” (268). Not only did the
advancements and innovations in technology change domestic and public spaces, they changed
people’s perceptions of time. For Virginia Woolf and the Bloomsbury Group it was more
possible to work or converse late into the evening; a voice could be heard miles away almost
instantly.
Woolf’s provocative experiments with time are central to her novels Mrs. Dalloway
(1925), To the Lighthouse (1927), Orlando (1928) and The Waves (1931). These four books all
experiment with the suspension of time in order to construct what I argue is a posthumanistic
theater. Within her suspensions of narrative time, Woolf integrates human consciousness with
architecture, city topography, primordial landscapes and interludes, animals, insects, industrial
inventions, and inanimate objects. She experiments with time both in the written forms of the
novels, and in the content of the narratives they contain. For example, Woolf experiments with
time in the form of her novel, The Waves, by creating interludes that are a mythic space void of
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human characters. Over the course of nine interludes, the sun rises and sets in an abandoned
coastal landscape and seems to ignite consciousness in all that its beams touch in the course of
one day. These interludes interrupt the intersubjective soliloquies of the narrative, a story that
follows six children into adulthood, old age, and death. In Orlando, Woolf experiments with time
in the content of the narrative by creating characters who move on different timelines within the
plot. Woolf thereby created two timelines in the form of that novel which move in tandem but at
different speeds. Further, Woolf penetrates Orlando with her own space and time, which I will
argue is a assemblage of becoming, as I will shortly demonstrate through a reading of Deleuze
and Guattari.
Julia Briggs’ scholarship on Woolf accurately points out a connection between Woolf’s
experiments with time and Albert Einstein’s Special Theory of Relativity, both of which were
being formulated and published at the beginning of the 20th century. The Special Theory of
Relativity:
[D]iscards the concept of absolute motion and instead treats only relative motion between
two systems or frames of reference. One consequence of the theory is that space and time
are no longer viewed as separate, independent entities but rather are seen to form a fourdimensional continuum called space-time . . . [T]he measured speed of light is constant
for all observers regardless of the motion of the observer or of the source of the light . . .
Among its assertions and consequences are . . . that the rate of a moving clock seems to
decrease as its velocity increases, that events that appear simultaneous to an observer in
one system may not appear simultaneous to an observer in another system. (“Relativity”
2299)
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Special Relativity asserts that, the faster one travels, the slower time moves for the traveler, with
respect to one who is traveling more slowly. Briggs claims in her book Virginia Woolf: An Inner
Life, that Woolf utilized instruments of speed such as ice skates and carriages to carry Orlando’s
body, thus, in keeping with Einstein’s Special Theory of Relativity, slowed down the aging
process of Orlando. Briggs notes that “there was a further implication” to the Special Theory of
Relativity: “if it were possible to travel fast enough, the body might age more slowly, an idea that
may underpin Orlando’s speed on the ice, her rattling to lamp-post to lamp-post across London
in a coach, or driving fast from London to Sevenoaks” (Inner Life 199). Even though Orlando’s
speed on ice skates or a horse could never approach the speeds that would affect an individual’s
relative aging according to the Special Theory, I agree with Briggs’ analysis of Orlando and her
claim that Woolf’s fiction reflects these important advancements in physics. However, I posit
that Briggs’ analysis fails to consider Woolf’s poetic response to time. Woolf views time not as a
mathematician, but as an artist-philosopher, and her poetic response to time is not relative to
being in the world but becoming. Her work bears a stronger relationship to the philosophical
theories of duration by Henri Bergson, whose work was enormously popular and widely read by
people within the literary and visual arts, as well as philosophers in the early twentieth century
(Harrison and Wood 129). Bergson and Einstein were contemporaries, and they famously met to
discuss their respective theories about time at the Collège de France in Paris in 1922: “Einstein
concluded the exchange by stating that there was an unbridgeable gulf between the time of the
physicist and the time of the philosopher, the latter being a complete mystery to him” (AnsellPearson and Mullarkey 32). The traces of these great intellectuals are visible in Virginia Woolf’s
work, and they may have influenced her experimentation with time in fiction. For example, in
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Chapter 2 of Orlando, Woolf describes the surprising elasticity and the strange slack in time,
which aligns with the Bergsonian concept of duration:
But Time, unfortunately, though it makes animals and vegetables bloom and fade with
amazing punctuality, has no such simple effect upon the mind of man. The mind of man,
moreover, works with equal strangeness upon the body of time. An hour, once it lodges
in the queer element of the human spirit, may be stretched to fifty or a hundred times its
clock length; on the other hand, an hour may be accurately represented on the timepiece
of the mind by one second. (V. Woolf 91)
While the advancements in twentieth century physics and continental philosophy are evident in
Orlando, Woolf also succeeded in crafting her own ideas of time in fiction, and her vision was
that of the artist-philosopher. Woolf’s fiction presents self-consciousness as a threshold of
creative becoming, rather than being in the world.
In Moments of Being, Woolf remembers being a child in a garden at St. Ives, writing:
“‘That is the whole’, I said. I was looking at a plant with a spread of leaves; and it seemed
suddenly plain that the flower itself was a part of the earth; that a ring enclosed what was the
flower; and that was the real flower; part earth; part flower” (71). The hybridity and wholeness
of this early vision is retained throughout Woolf’s work, and it translates to her vision of time.
She was a master at blurring fiction with autobiographical and biographical information to get at
what was beneath the surface of appearances. She saw the earth-flower in the garden of life: a
world much queerer, and madder than any timepiece or calculation could ever track. Woolf
shared her vision of life, and her keen sense of what connects us together in space and time, in
the perceptions of her characters. She drew heavily from the rapture and traumas in her own life
and everyday events; death, war, mental and physical illness are all reflected in her characters
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and in her depiction of time in her narratives. Her characters are intersubjectively connected to
objects, animals, spaces, inventions, cities and various points in history. Consequently, Woolf
creates distortions, interruptions, and new patterns in her rendering of time. These alternative
spaces and times allow for a dissent, digression, and new intersections of consciousness that are
post-human.
In Orlando, for example, there is a space and time that Woolf creates that is similar to a
traumatic event that freezes the memory, and in turn, a part of the person in time. The current of
the world continues around these traumatic events, heedless of its captive. In the beginning of the
novel’s narrative, she metaphorically freezes time in the Great Frost58: “Birds froze in mid-air
and fell like stones the ground . . . Corpses froze and could not be drawn from the sheets” (V.
Woolf, Orlando 33). Some characters remain vibrant and alive and in the foreground of the
narrative, while others characters, animals and objects are pushed to the background and frozen
in time and space. The Great Frost is a traumatic rendering of time that is simultaneously lyric
and cinematographic in its image sequencing (33-34). In this space and time, Orlando reaches
into the intensity of an ageless feeling—love: “He laughed, but the laugh on his lips froze in
wonder. Whom had he loved, what had he loved, he asked himself in a tumult of emotion, until
now?” (39). This is when Orlando tumbles desperately in love with “Princess Marousha
Stanilovska Dagmar Natasha Iliana Romanovitch” (38). Also referred to as Sasha in the
narrative: “because it was the name of a white Russian fox he had had as a boy—a creature soft
as snow, but with teeth of steel, which bit him so savagely that his father had it killed” (V. Woolf
43). The fox would become a metaphor for Orlando’s betrayal from Sasha, and the forthcoming
heartache he would suffer for hundreds of years.59
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The Great Frost is a traumatic landscape, described by a close third-person point of view
which emphasizes Orlando’s inner life and perceptions. The protagonist navigates this partially
frozen space and time for approximately three months. Then, Woolf reopens time: it begins to
rain and the ice breaks up all at once causing “riot and confusion” similar to a post-traumatic
flashback (58). This rendering of consciousness, and its subsequent distortion of space and time
are valuable insights into moments of becoming. It describes to us what living with trauma could
look and feel like. The emotional turmoil and unrest that Woolf unlocks in this section presents
an alternative, traumatic experience of time and space, fully rendered in fiction. The intersection
of trauma and time is a reoccurring subject and unifying theme in the oeuvre of Virginia Woolf’s
later writing. Similar to the Great Frost in Orlando, she crafts a traumatic rendering of time in
the chapter Time Passes in To the Lighthouse, but here she slows down time and renders absence
as presence, rather than freeze time or speed it up, as in Orlando.
To the Lighthouse (1927), was published approximately a year prior to Orlando. Rather
than use the more traditional techniques of plot action and dialogue, Woolf utilizes her
characters’ thoughts and observations, and associations of natures’ own contiguity and tenacity
to draw tension and press the narrative onward. This strategy of storytelling manipulates time,
isolates human thoughts, and details the seemingly non-human observations of a vacant home
that also describes traumatic events of WWI (1914 – 1918). To The Lighthouse is constructed in
three parts: e.g. The Window, Time Passes, The Lighthouse. The middle chapter, Time Passes,
focuses on the Ramsay family’s summerhouse in the Hebrides on the Isle of Skye, which has
been abandoned by the family for ten years, coinciding with the First World War. To The
Lighthouse, like Orlando, is autobiographical, and based on real people and events in Woolf’s
life, but it is also fictionalized and therefore, like Orlando, it is autonomous and freed from facts
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and timelines. The house that Woolf ruminates on was a part of her own childhood and lifelong
reflections, she writes:
If life has a base that it stands upon, if it is a bowl that one fills and fills and fills — then
my bowl without a doubt stands upon this memory. It is of lying half asleep, half awake,
in bed in the nursery at St Ives. It is of hearing the waves breaking, one, two, one, two,
and sending a splash of water over the beach; and then breaking, one, two, one, two,
behind a yellow blind. It is hearing the blind draw its little acorn across the floor as the
wind blew the blind out. It is of lying and hearing this splash and seeing this light, and
feeling, is almost impossible that I should be here; of feeling the purest ecstasy I can
conceive. (MB 64-65)
This early childhood experience illuminates a personal feeling of transcendence at St. Ives, and
the memory of this feeling permeates many of her novels; The Waves, for example, shares a
sense of a divine and primordial space in the interludes. However, it is in To The Lighthouse that
Woolf renders characters that appear emotionally and convincingly like her own parents. Yet, it
is important to note that Woolf resisted autobiographical analysis of To the Lighthouse that
interprets Mr. and Mrs. Ramsay as being her parents on the premise they were fictional
characters (Hussey 307). Nonetheless, Woolf described writing the To the Lighthouse as being
therapeutic experience for herself: “I suppose that I did for myself what psycho-analysts do for
their patients. I expressed some very long felt and deeply felt emotion. And in expressing it I
explained it and then laid it to rest” (Lee 476). Woolf’s sister, Vanessa Bell, identifies her
parents as Mrs. and Mr. Ramsay in this novel, and after reading To The Lighthouse, Bell wrote to
Woolf: “It seemed to me in the first part of the book you have given a portrait of mother which is
more like her to me than anything I could ever have conceived possible. It is almost painful to
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have her so raised form the dead” (Lee 473-74). Biographer Hermione Lee, points out that
Virginia Woolf’s experiences are traceable in multiple characters of different ages in To the
Lighthouse, specifically: Rose, Nancy, Cam, and Lily Briscoe (474), which I assert, supports that
To the Lighthouse offers a traumatic rendering of time because it shares the fragmenting of the
self into multiple selves of varying ages and roles, common to people who suffer from Posttraumatic stress disorder, or PTSD (Steele et al. 203-05). I do not mean that these characters
literarily describe Woolf, but I do posit that they cast light on how she perceived the world
internally.
Woolf visualized To The Lighthouse, as “two blocks joined by a corridor,” in other words,
similar to the letter H (Briggs, Inner Life 163). The first block encapsulates a day at the Isle of
Skye in the Hebrides before the war; the corridor captures ten years during the war while the
house is vacant; the second block encapsulates a day after the war. If the middle chapter, Time
Passes, is crafted like a corridor, than it has a web-like interior that catches fragmented
memories and voices over the course of a traumatic ten years. The dislocated thoughts and
observations that escape this web echo through the corridor and establish absence as presence.
The dwelling thereby simultaneously holds a space for the living and the dead, in its bodiless and
disassociated consciousness, a traumatic rendering of space that feels timeless. The dwelling is
deteriorating into disrepair, and the help left to care for the house cannot keep up with it.
Fragments of memories and voices that are caught in the webbed corridor complicate the
narrative of the vacant house. These fragments are mostly bracketed, and provide a soundboard
for the deaths of family members, and the war. Woolf writes: “[Mr. Ramsay, stumbling along a
passage one dark morning, stretched his arms out, but Mrs. Ramsay having died rather suddenly
the night before, his arms, though stretched out, remained empty]” (Lighthouse 194).
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Additionally, there are the dislocated thoughts and observations of Mrs. McNab she is the
housekeeper whose internal dialogue ruminates on her memories of the Ramsay family as she
works to regain control of time, and to reclaim the house “gone to rack and ruin” (V. Woolf,
Lighthouse 207). Her character seems to move autonomously alongside the narrative, with her
own observations. Mrs. McNab embodies the archetypical role of the fool, leering and lurching,
uttering uncomfortable truths about life, death, and war. Woolf writes of her: “tearing the veil of
silence with hands that had stood in the wash-tub” (196). Mrs. McNab’s thoughts echo in the
corridor of time that Woolf’s has created alongside this house, its objects, spaces, non-human
consciousness and intersections of nature and dwelling, creating an assemblage of becoming.
Woolf writes:
Only the Lighthouse beam entered the rooms for a moment, sent its sudden stare over bed
and wall in the darkness of winter, looked with equanimity at the thistle and the swallow,
the rat and the straw. Nothing now withstood them; nothing said no to them. Let the wind
blow; let the poppy seed itself and the carnation mate with the cabbage. Let the swallow
build in the drawing-room, and the thistle thrust aside the tiles, and the butterfly sun itself
on the faded chintz of the arm-chairs. Let the broken glass and the china lie out on the
lawn and be tangled over with grass and wild berries. (Lighthouse 208)
The traumatic rendering of time in the corridor of Time Passes allows for surprising
collaborations and temporary assemblages that describe the posthuman condition. Virginia
Woolf’s ideas in Time Passes and the Great Frost provide us with valuable renderings of time
and space, by describing the deep freeze and internal chaos of trauma, and by furthermore,
illuminating the external perception of absence as presence via internal dialogue. Woolf’s novels
are consistent with the post-human re-interpretations of consciousness as becoming, rather than
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being in the world. More specifically, Woolf’s work abandons being in the world for a
philosophical becoming-with recuperation of intersubjective self-consciousness, on the edge of
oblivion.
To further address Woolf’s reimagining of human consciousness in fiction, we will turn
to the philosophers Gilles Deleuze & Félix Guattari’s concept of a Body without Organs. Woolf
deploys an experimental theory of the body as medium, and the site of performance; like Mrs.
McNab’s body that echoes the toils of life, war, and memories of the dead while she sings parlor
songs and leers, she is becoming-with the Ramsay house, she is a Body without Organs. She is
old and she aches like the house in disrepair; she (and others) work to recover the dwelling from
oblivion. In Woolf’s corridor of Time Passes, a non-human presence of “loveliness and stillness”
asks: “Will you fade? Will you perish?” (Lighthouse 195). Woolf’s characters, the dwelling, and
nature thread the boundaries of becoming-with in Time Passes, echoing, “we remain” (195).
Virginia Woolf’s traumatic corridor of time in To the Lighthouse is a kind of Body without
Organs. It presses the limits of being in the world, and it describes a post-human becoming-with
experience of temporary intersubjective encounters. Woolf furthers her experimental work with
the body as medium, and site of performance in her subsequent novel, Orlando. The protagonist
is also a Body without Organs, in that he/she/they transgress the conventional boundaries of
being in the world for a becoming-with philosophy. But what is a Body without Organs?
Deleuze & Guattari assert:
It is nondesire as well as desire. It is not at all a notion or a concept but a practice, a set of
practices. You never reach the Body without Organs, you can’t reach it, you are forever
attaining it, it is a limit. People ask, So what is this BwO?—But you’re already on it,
scurrying like a vermin, groping like a blind person, or running like a lunatic: desert
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traveler and nomad of the steppes. On it we sleep, live our waking lives, fight—fight and
are fought—seek our place, experience untold happiness and fabulous defeats; on it we
penetrate and are penetrated; on it we love. (ATP 149-50)
Orlando occupies the boundary between genders, a hero/ine who experiences both sexes,
and from these vantage points considers the divisions that delineate and describe sex and gender.
Orlando remains Orlando, and belongs to neither camp. Rather, Orlando dwells in the
uncertainty of the divide. Orlando’s transgression of binary sexuality and gender challenges the
limit of being recognizable. It is in the uncertainty of these performative events, in the act of
revealing and concealing, that Orlando manifests his/her own body as tangible, malleable
substance. Orlando’s mix-match pairings of behaviors seeks the limit of the cultural apparatus.
Orlando’s body is a set of practices “forever attaining” the limit of self-consciousness,
ecstatically dismantled from the sex and gender constructs that enforce identity (Deleuze and
Guattari, ATP 150-51). Woolf reveals in Orlando the mechanisms within English social
constructs that determine the signifiers gender and enforce them. These performances morph
over the course of three hundred years into various enactments, and the traces of gesture, until
Orlando sheds his/her solipsistic consciousness for a shifting, populated ‘We.’ Similar to selforganized virtual spaces that are decentralized, such as social media, a populated ‘We’ is like the
swarm intelligence found in nature, such as a flock of birds.
What Woolf risked in publishing Orlando was the possibility of upsetting the English
mechanism of gender by describing a radical deviation in the pattern of social norms. Insisting
on keeping Orlando within the plane of cultural recognizability, she populated the consciousness
of Orlando with an intersubjective ‘We.’ Deleuze and Guattari refer to the writing and
ruminations of Virginia Woolf throughout their seminal text, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism
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and Schizophrenia, in which they propose: “Virginia Woolf experiences herself not as monkey
or a fish but as a troop of monkeys, a school of fish, according to her variable relations of
becoming with the people she approaches” (239). This description of Woolf echoes the
consciousness of Orlando. This is the multifaceted intersubjectivity that Woolf brings to her
fiction and her philosophy, and that she brought to her relationships.
Braidotti recapitulates Deleuze and Guattari’s philosophical redefinition of consciousness
from a feminist standpoint, and she concentrates on how and why their theories describe women
as a minority group (becoming-minority), in her book, Patterns of Dissonance. Braidotti
recognizes that Deleuze and Guattari’s assemblage of women into a larger minority group plays
a constructive role, one of creative possibility and variance (PD 108-09). She asserts that women
are minorities and that they must disrupt the structural ideologies that have contributed to
forming masculine and feminine subjects within continental philosophy (PD 117). The
possibility for “new discursive structures,” and a “new scheme for consciousness” (PD 146),
without losing visibility or currency within contemporary social apparatuses—such as today’s
cyberculture—are of paramount importance. As minorities, women are not tethered to a “molar
subjectivity,” which is bound to the “immobility of the monolithic majority” (Braidotti, PD 108).
There is no simple wholeness to Otherness, yet there is power in the historically referential role
women have been assigned in determining the male subject within the patriarchy, via her
position as the Object (114-15). The unstable space of Otherness has the potential to dissent from
molar subjectivity; in becoming-woman philosophy there are “escape lines or lines of
transgression . . . a series of successive becomings that will turn [molar subjectivity] into
minority or nomadic consciousness” (Braidotti, PD 115). There is similarity in this to the
Nietzschean concept of self-actualization, because it is a creative act of becoming.
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It is in the process of becoming-woman that Orlando finds plurality of being; Woolf
populates the ‘I’ with a ‘We.’ Woolf found lines of escape through Orlando’s intersubjectivity.
In becoming-woman, Orlando must also find an exit strategy from being a woman. Neither male
nor female will do. Orlando transgresses both masculine and feminine roles and thereby
destabilizes the cultural constructs of gender in his/her plurality of being, aligning with what
Deleuze and Guattari assert: “all becomings begin with and pass through becoming-woman. It is
the key to all the other becomings” (ATP 277). Braidotti explains her impression, from a
feminist standpoint, of what a Body without Organs means for subjectivity:
The subject is the field of intersection, that is to say to communication and recurrence of
different forces: there is machine as soon as there is contact. Desire is the main dynamic
force, a continuous flux, a ‘disjunctive energy’ which creates lines of connection between
material subjectivities. Deleuze’s bodies conceal no secret sign of representation, they are
rather outward-looking and mobile, multifunctional and not coded by one transcendental
signifier. (PD 113)
In this field of intersection that Braidotti describes, there is an agency and intensity to a Body
without Organs, which comes together as a kind of machine. This redefinition of consciousness
in contemporary philosophy aims to visualize and articulate multiplicity, its differences from a
unified ‘I’, and the complex networks and intersections of intersubjectivity. Deleuze and Guattari
describe the goal of these successive becomings as: “To reach, not the point where one no longer
says I, but the point where it is no longer of any importance whether one says I” (ATP 3).
Virginia Woolf’s machine, Orlando, who pre-dates Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of a Body
without Organs by almost 60 years, assists us in imagining a gender-fluid, multifaceted
consciousness, which is increasingly important in understanding the challenges of the
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disembodied experience in today’s cyberculture. In fact, Orlando thrives in his/her gender
ambiguity:
She had, it seems, no difficulty in sustaining the different parts, for her sex changed far
more frequently than those who have worn only one set of clothing can conceive; nor can
there be any doubt that she reaped a twofold harvest by this device; the pleasures of life
were increased and its experiences multiplied. For the probity of breeches she exchanged
the seductiveness of petticoats and enjoyed the love of both sexes equally. (V. Woolf
200)
As Orlando’s gender continues to morph in relation to his/her/their environmental and societal
encounters, so do the conditions of life change with time. Orlando is a permeable character, and
these environmental and technological changes upset, as well as delight Orlando, and they
continue to contribute to the manifestation of Orlando’s intersubjective consciousness. The
temporal constraints of time suspended in the novel capture the various becomings that Orlando
experiences, and furthermore, highlight the changing social apparatuses that design and enforce
English gender roles.
Orlando’s narrative spans approximately three hundred years and time moves at different
speeds for different characters. Time, observed primarily by the third person narrator, does not
seem to bother Orlando, who moves on his/her own trajectory somewhat indifferently, glancing
occasionally over his/her shoulder at the changing climate and behaviors as the centuries pass by.
Orlando’s morbid fascination with his/her ancestors that lie in the crypts of the family estate are
compared to his/her own accomplishments in life, rather than their historical timeline. Orlando at
first measures his/her success in the world with becoming a great poet, but only finds great
humiliation. Then Orlando decides to write poetry freely, and only for him/herself and thereby
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releases him/herself from ideas of fame and falls into the welcoming arms of obscurity.
Hundreds of years after it begins, the novel culminates in Sir Nicholas Greene publishing
Orlando’s poem The Oak Tree, and Orlando giving birth to a son on “Thursday, March the 20th,
at three o’clock in the morning” (V. Woolf 252-66). Orlando observes the environmental,
technological and social changes of his/her environment emotionally in the lyric present; linear
time works to upset the narrative, and it is often painful for the protagonist to the extent that at
the end of the novel, Orlando is violently interrupted by the linear expression of the present
moment:
Orlando leapt as if she had been violently struck on the head. Ten times she was struck.
In fact it was ten o’clock in the morning. It was the eleventh of October. It was 1928. It
was the present moment. No one need wonder that Orlando started, pressed her hand to
her heart, and turned pale. For what more terrifying revelation can there be than that it is
the present moment? That we survive the shock at all is only possible because the past
shelters us on one side and the future on another. But we have no time now for
reflections; Orlando was terribly late already. (V. Woolf 268)
In this last section of the novel, Virginia Woolf, writing as Orlando’s mock-biographer, has
penetrated the narrative: Woolf’s time and space has shot through Orlando’s perception of the
present moment, which shakes Orlando violently, and that moment corresponds to the original
publication date of Orlando on October 11, 1928. In fiction, it is possible for the present moment
to crystalize through the suspension of time in the narrative; this crystallization captures the
reflections of Orlando’s multifaceted intersections of consciousness. Further, the moment of 10
am on October 11, 1928 that connects Woolf to Orlando is also, in turn, connected to the present
moment of the audience, or reader, thereby it continues to create new kinds of postmodern
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assemblages of becomings. Woolf’s collaging of her own experiences into her fiction allows the
present moment to repeat, in its suspension, as October 11, 1928, regardless of the reader who
marches forward in time and continually changes space. Deleuze and Guattari’s theory of
assemblage helps us to interpret Woolf’s suspension of narrative time, and her penetration of the
novel: “[O]n a vertical axis, the assemblage has both territorial sides, or reterritorialized sides,
which stabilize it, and cutting edges of deterrorialization which carry it away.” (ATP 88). In
Deleuze and Guattari’s terms, Woolf has created “lines of flight”60 that “deterritorialize” the
boundaries of Orlando as a novel, and in doing this she creates an assemblage of people,
characters, times and spaces that collectively form a multiplicity of becomings. The reader
carries the deterritorialization of the novel away in becoming-Orlando.
In Woolf’s assemblage there is also the reterritorialization of Vita Sackville-West, which
stabilizes the character Orlando and connects us to Woolf and Sackville-West’s friendship, and
their tempestuous affair that inspired Orlando’s creation. Sackville-West’s taste for drag, her
homoerotic behaviors, alternative lifestyle, and her creative pursuits are all manifest in Orlando.
Orlando provides insight into the queer subculture of the Bloomsbury Group like no other
character in Woolf’s novels. Becoming-Orlando aptly describes the posthumanistic theater of the
Bloomsbury Group.

4.2: INTERSUBJECTIVE PORTRAITURE OF A FRAGMENTED EGO
The writing of fiction allows an author to create and juxtapose unexpected combinations
of people, animals, spaces, and times. Woolf combined real impressions and experiences of
herself, her friends, family, and members of the Bloomsbury Group to create intersubjective
portraits of characters who blur the boundaries of humans with their urban and rural
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environments, inventions, and commingling critters. The art of fiction enabled Woolf to
challenge British social taboos during the early twentieth century, and to render critical, or
controversial stories of people without pointing a finger, saving her own reputation and that of
her friends from harsh public scrutiny. Fiction also grants the storyteller distance from the
subject; the author is not tied to real timelines or facts. Woolf’s rendering of her parents in To the
Lighthouse, for example, allowed her to emotionally and imaginatively explore her own past; she
had the freedom and creative agency to bring forth memories, observations, and thoughts that
served her, and to push back the facts and real timelines that did not.
The Bloomsberries’ intellectual, artistic and political pursuits often masked their personal
affairs within a queer subculture. Today, many of these affairs would have been described as a
hot mess, but in late-Victorian England, public knowledge of their affairs would have been a
social catastrophe that the persons involved would never have recovered from. Such were the
high stakes of their lifestyles. Their queer alliances and platonic partnerships fostered a kind of
homosexual liberation and set alternative terms for marriage during the late Victorian era. These
arrangements were especially beneficial for women within the Bloomsberries’ circles, as it
allowed them to break from the traditional responsibilities of domestic life, which at that time
were largely limited to motherhood. These women included (but were not limited to): Virginia
Woolf, Vanessa Bell, Vita Sackville-West, Mary Hutchinson, Dora Carrington, and Lydia
Lopokova. Their open marriages, domestic partnerships and queer alliances allowed these
women to pursue art, writing and social causes such as first wave feminism. Further, the
Bloomsbury Group supported women to develop relationships with the people whom they loved,
and were attracted to, even if this was another woman, or a gay man. The latter was the case for
Vanessa Bell and Duncan Grant, who lived and worked together for the majority of their lives.

200
The Bloomsbury Group also fostered the social conditions that supported the friendship and
tempestuous affair between Virginia Woolf and Vita Sackville-West.
For Sackville-West, the terms of her marriage were redrawn when her husband, Nicolson,
came out to her as a homosexual, and revealed that he had contracted a venereal disease four
years into their marriage: “Thereafter the marriage readjusted to a dedicated companionship
which would accommodate and survive their homosexual affairs” (Lee 482). Sackville-West had
had relationships with women before her marriage to Nicolson, and likewise he with other men
(Lee 482). After the terms of their relationship were redrawn, Sackville-West and Nicolson
remained close friends and committed to their children throughout their lives. This is similar to
the Bloomsbury members Vanessa and Clive Bell, who remained married after opening their
relationship to heterosexual affairs and other long-term relationships. Sackville-West and
Nicolson’s situation was sustainable for them both, Sackville-West asserted, because the nature
of their affairs were exclusively homosexual (Lee 482).
Vita Sackville-West privately identified as a lesbian, and was out of the closet within
certain circles where it was socially accepted (such as the Bloomsbury Group), but Woolf did not
identify herself in this way. Woolf had many women that she loved over the years leading up to
Sackville-West, but Woolf resisted being categorized as any one thing (Lee 484). Lee writes:
“She could not bear to [categorize] herself as belonging to a group defined by its sexual behavior
(just as she didn’t want to think of herself as an ordinary ‘wife,’ or as a writer of ‘novels’). She
wanted to avoid all categories” (484). But regardless of these categories, both women chose to
remain in heterosexual marriages while pursuing sexual relationships with women. This was one
of the great social allowances that the Bloomsbury Group’s queer subculture supported and there
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were many variations of these kinds of alliances in what I describe as a posthumanistic theater, in
Chapter 1.
It is important to acknowledge that the affair would not have been possible without the
steadfast care of Virginia’s husband, Leonard Woolf, who was tolerant of Virginia and Vita’s
romantic escapades. These engagements were at times so arousing that they would emotionally
destabilize Virginia, who was vulnerable to mental breakdowns and depression (Lee 491).
Leonard Woolf shared his wife emotionally, intellectually, and physically with other women61.
Despite these affairs and the social drama they cultivated between family, friends, and
colleagues, Leonard and Virginia remained together (as did Vita and her husband Harold).
Leonard Woolf’s companionship in their marriage “was essential to her,” and she relied greatly
on him for support (Lee 483). He was crucial to Virginia Woolf’s well-being and acted as a
stabilizing intellectual force; he was the first reader of her work, and her primary care taker in
her adult life (after Vanessa). Vita Sackville-West and Harold Nicolson had a similar ethos of
care, and tolerance of affairs in their marriage, but it was completely different from the terms of
the Woolfs’ relationship:
Virginia and Leonard were much closer, professionally and politically, than Vita and
Harold. They spent much more time together. They were less effusive to each other, less
flashy and self-marketing . . . Leonard had far greater control over Virginia’s social
choices and the pattern of her days. The Woolfs had quite different ideas about art and
writing, class and society, from Vita and Harold. And their structures of intimacy were
different. Their marriage worked through stability and reliance and talk, not through
adventures and absences and letters. (Lee 483)
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Virginia’s affair with Vita eventually wore on Leonard’s nerves, and his position vacillated over
the years between encouraging them to be together and feeling abandoned by Virginia: “I
enclose Virginia and hope she will behave” (Lee 492), he wrote to Vita in sending his wife to
visit her at Long Barn, Vita’s estate, in 1925. However, after Vita and Virginia’s trip to France
(1928), Leonard wrote to Virginia: “It is very dreary without you & the minor animals—I could
not live without them despite their curious ways . . . I hope you [won’t] make a habit of deserting
me” (Lee 510-11).62 This is to say that their affairs, while they were tolerated, and at times
encouraged (and at other times discouraged), were emotionally messy and almost all of them
gave way to jealousy and resentments in the Woolfs’ marriage. Like many of the Bloomsbury
Group members, their affairs were not without heartache (see Chapter 1).
Virginia Woolf’s bond with Vita Sackville-West was different from her other
relationships because they were sexually intimate, as well as being close companions. More
importantly, this relationship translated into Sackville-West becoming Woolf’s literary muse.
During her forties Woolf’s fiction was permeated and colored by Vita Sackville-West (Lee 515).
Woolf loved to squeeze real life, and the real people she knew, for their juicy personalities and
attributes; she was not shy about exploiting her friends, family, and her own experiences for the
sake of her fictional characters. In the winter of 1925, Virginia described her first impressions of
Vita at the fishmongers market as: “with a candlelit radiance, stalking on legs like beech trees,
pink glowing, grape clustered, pearl hung” (Lee 480). Already we see the character Orlando in
this description. This first experience at the fishmongers market imprinted on Woolf and she love
to revisit it in conversation (Lee 480). Their attraction to each other was also professional: they
were literary contemporaries and women who wrote both fiction and poetry, and who lectured on
contemporary literature. They had conflicting ideas about art and aesthetics, however, and this
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was intellectually problematic. Woolf found Sackville-West to be rather intellectually,
aesthetically, and politically dense at times and she found Sackville-West’s creative work
equally so. Nevertheless, Sackville-West literary work was more popular than Woolf’s work in
the nineteen twenties, and she sold more copies of her books (481). Leonard and Virginia Woolf
even saw Sackville-West’s literary work as a: “possible, and profitable, new author for the
[Hogarth Press] and as a reviewer for the Nation” (Lee 489). However, Virginia Woolf had a
jealous nature and was competitive at heart about her work, so Sackville-West popularity was
also a point of contention. Woolf wrote coarsely to Vita, whom she called Donkey West (one of
the many animal pet-names she coined for others) in 1926 in a bitter letter:
And [isn’t] there something obscure in you? There’s something that doesn’t vibrate in
you: It may be purposely—you [don’t] let it: but I see it with other people, as well as with
me: something reserved, muted—God knows what . . . It’s in your writing too, by the
bye. The thing I call central transparency—sometimes fails you there too.” (Letters Vol.
Three 302)
This opinion of Vita Sackville-West emerges in the character Orlando, who is a frustrated writer,
and suffers for 300 years to write something of any merit, and concludes with an image of a wild
goose flying away with the story (which implies a pointless chase) (Briggs, Inner Life 208).
Thus, Sackville-West and Woolf’s overlap as professional writers both complimented and
complicated their relationship. Lee writes: “As with all Virginia’s closest relationships, there was
at once an overlap between professional commitments and friendship” (489). Yes, there was an
abundance of passionate letter writing between them as lovers, but there were also strains on the
friendship when awards, prizes, or recognition was given for their respective literary work.
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Despite the popularity of Vita’s work during her lifetime, it is Sackville-West affair with Woolf
that most survives her, not her writing.
Virginia Woolf and Vita Sackville-West affair burned hot, fast, and bright before it
burned out. By 1932 Woolf became disillusioned with Sackville-West, who had continued to
engage in numerous affairs with other women, and which were erupting into social scandals (Lee
504, 506, 512). Sackville-West was progressively more reclusive and drinking heavily, which
was unattractive to Virginia, and Sackville-West’s other lovers provoked Woolf’s jealousy (Lee
504, 512). Woolf, on the other hand, always had to be handled with extreme care, given her
fragile physical constitution and propensity for mental breakdowns. Vita wrote in a letter to her
husband Harold: “I am scared to death of arousing physical feelings in her, because of the
madness. I don’t know what an effect it would have, you see; and that is a fire with which I have
no wish to play” (Lee 497). Woolf’s temperament impacted their intimacy, and it limited the
type of relationship they could have together. Woolf had already began to write her way out of
the relationship by 1927, when her bittersweet feelings were supplanted with the buzz and
excitement of fictionalizing Vita Sackville-West as Orlando when their relationship began to
fizzle out (504). When they began to drift apart, Woolf wrote: “There she hangs, in the
fishmongers at Sevenoaks, all pink jersey & pearls; & [that’s] the end of it” (Lee 480). While
this sounds like a terse and anemic ending to their romance, Vita’s impact on Woolf’s work was
deep: she became embedded in many of Woolf’s writings, and Vita became Woolf’s obsession
while she wrote Orlando. Lee writes:
[Vita] came into the emotional mood of To the Lighthouse; she played the main role in
the theatre of Orlando; she provided the impulse for the love stories of “Slater’s Pins,” of
“Geraldine and Jane,” and of “Chloe and Olivia” in A Room of One’s Own. So Vita kept
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reappearing; but she kept being written over, too. Orlando both was and was not her
portrait. (515)
Vita was always just a point of departure for Woolf’s ideas; the magnitude and impact of
Woolf’s genius in fiction reached by far beyond her times, and the subject of Vita. Woolf
constantly reinvented herself in fiction, and never reveals herself completely in the work. Some
threads in her disposition remain consistent: one of these threads is feminism; another thread is
homoerotic content, and the various kinds of love between women. Lee claims: “[H]er
relationships with women, beginning with Julia, Stella and Vanessa, shaped her life and her
writing. Her life-stories of women and the friendships between them are always set against the
limitations of heterosexual and marital relationships” (484). Vita’s friendship and love affair had
significant impacts on Woolf’s ideas about sexuality and gender performativity. Vita, for
instance, enjoyed cross-dressing, which exposed Virginia to the habits and rituals of drag, and
these qualities are described in the narrative of Orlando (Lee 483, 515). Through the character
Orlando, Woolf was able to deploy her controversial ideas on gender and sexuality; she
dislodged both categories from the social structures that create and enforce them by stretching
the life of Orlando over the course of 300 years. Woolf sheds light on the social patterns that
appear, disappear, and reappear to create the problematic and limited heteronormative categories
of sex and gender.
Vita Sackville-West’s extraordinary heritage, her legacy, her beauty and sense of fashion
gave her the command of a room and the ability to hold the attention of her audience. Woolf
describes her aristocratic manners as: “very splendid and voluptuous and absurd” (Lee 501).
Woolf was sensitive to this power play, especially in the beginning of their friendship when she
first visited Vita’s father, “Lord Sackville at Knole” and the home of Vita Sackville-West and
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her husband Harold Nicolson at Long Barn (489). The experience made Woolf feel inferior and
dumpy, like a “scallywag” and a “ragamuffin” surrounded by Vita’s abundance of possessions
and rich heritage (Lee 489). Vita’s “casual” references to her “Elizabethan ancestors” did
nothing to help bridge this disparity of class and wealth (489). Woolf may have been
uncomfortable, but she was also enraptured. Woolf wrote about Vita upon returning from Long
Barn: “All these ancestors & centuries, & silver & gold, have bred a perfect body” (Lee 489).
Already, in 1924, Woolf was transforming Vita Sackville-West into a character even more
fantastic than she was in life: and this would become Orlando. She wrote to Vita: “I try to invent
you for myself,” and she did (Lee 492). Sackville-West’s family estate at Knole and their legacy
became Woolf’s new obsession.
Woolf inverts Vita’s aristocratic power play by creating a mock biography that satires a
pretentious fabrication of selfhood, a pretense that is deployed often in memoir and
autobiography, especially by the inflated egos of the aristocracy and other circles of high society.
Lee writes: “Virginia Woolf manipulated Vita Sackville-West, so Orlando manipulates its
readers. It is a biography which makes a mockery of the very idea of writing biography” (Lee
516). Woolf also creates in Orlando a convincing portrait of great privilege and the isolations
that follow it. Orlando is satire of real events and personal experiences in which Woolf blurred
biographical truths to arrive at another destination in fiction. Woolf grants the character,
Orlando, the autonomy of fiction, heightened by the flight of her imagination; she was a master
at revealing and concealing the details of her friends, family, and personal experiences. Woolf
scandalously retained enough qualities about Vita’s personality and her aristocratic heritage
(such as intimate details of the Sackville estate at Knole), which were recognizable to the public,
her family, and her friends in the book.
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Virginia Woolf was treacherous as a scorned lover; she had her revenge on SackvilleWest by satirizing Sackville-West’s unmistakable likeness, Orlando. Lee claims: “The first
person [Virginia] told about the new book was Sackville-West. Would she mind, if Orlando
‘turned out to be’ Vita? She seemed to be asking permission; but actually, as Vita (‘thrilled and
terrified’) was at once aware, there was no stopping her” (Lee 505). Indeed, there was no
stopping Virginia Woolf. She was a master of concealing desired information, revealing
forbidden actualities, and transforming these elements through her imagination and rhetoric into
something new. While Woolf’s fictionalization of Sackville-West into the character Orlando
describes her physical beauty, her sense of adventure, her legacy, and Woolf’s critical opinion of
her literary work, it stops short of reflecting Sackville-West completely. Nor does the novel
reveal specifics about Woolf and Sackville-West’s relationship. Lee states: “Vita is made love to,
but she is also made over: her characteristics are exploited. Where Vita was romantic, private
and gloomy, Orlando is showy, glittering, witty and camp” (Lee 516). The publication of
Orlando was met with pushback from Vita Sackville-West’s family. Her mother was enraged by
it, she thought it a “vicious and hateful book” and she condemned Virginia Woolf as a “mad
woman whose successful mad desire is to separate people who care for each other,” but her
sentiments did not stop Woolf (Lee 513).
Ironically, Vita Sackville-West fell in love with the character Orlando. In other words,
Vita fell “in love with herself” (Lee 479), and furthermore, she missed the negative critique of
her own literary work (512). Thus, as Lee describes, the cunning Woolf “covers [her] tracks, and
gets away with murder” (Lee 516). This is true, and it speaks to Woolf’s creative nature and
unstable temperament. However, Woolf’s reflection of Vita in Orlando continues to enchant and
perplex us in a way that a traditional biography would fail, and, would not be permissible as non-
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fiction. Woolf preserved Vita Sackville-West in fiction and paid tribute to the qualities that
fascinated her intellectually and emotionally, as only a lover could describe when the flame of
passion is smudged out, but the memory of its fire still burns.
The ideas that took shape in Orlando took on a life of their own. The book transformed
itself from something playful (a joke at Vita’s expense, while more seriously representing the
exodus of their romance) to something altogether more serious and complicated. Woolf wrote the
following passage in 1928 concerning Leonard’s feedback about Orlando and her own mixed
emotions about the work:
The sun is out again; I have half forgotten Orlando already, since L. has read it and it has
half passed out of my possession; I think it lacks the sort of hammering I should have
given it if I had taken longer; is too freakish and unequal, very brilliant now and then. As
for the effect of the whole, that I can’t judge. Not, I think, “important” among my works.
L. says a satire. L. takes Orlando more seriously than I had expected. Thinks it in some
ways better than the Lighthouse: about more interesting things, and with more attachment
to life and larger. The truth is I expect I began it as a joke and went on with it seriously.
Hence it lacks some unity. He says it is very original. (Writer’s Diary 126)
Woolf’s project of deconstructing and reconstructing the genre of biography in fiction meant that
the joke extended far beyond Vita’s family; Orlando made fun of an entire echelon of British
society and social customs. Woolf was familiar with these social circles, their legacies, and blood
ties, and the stories that carve their heritage into (his)tory.
Woolf deliberately crafted Orlando in a language and tone that was aimed at the
everyday person. Woolf understood the power of language, and how language could be inclusive
or exclusive to the everyday reader. Her early work in journalism encouraged her to be sensitive
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to her audience, and in turn, she remained extremely thin-skinned about feedback on her writing
her whole life. In fact, Woolf’s earliest job writing was to create a weekly newspaper for her
family, Hyde Park Gate News (1891-1895) that captured the goings-on of their house, the
family, and some of young Virginia Stephen’s first efforts at writing fiction (Q. Bell, Biography
28). By the time she wrote Orlando, Woolf had a great deal of experience writing for the English
public from crafting reviews and journalism for London’s newspapers; her work was being
published in The Guardian as early as 1904 (Q. Bell, Biography 93). Virginia Woolf reflects: “I
am writing Orlando half in a mock style very clear and plain, so that people will understand
every word. But the balance between truth and fantasy must be careful. It is based on Vita, Violet
Trefusis, Lord Lascelles, Knole, etc.” (Writer’s Diary 115).63 By crafting the rhetoric of
Orlando’s narrative to be inclusive, Woolf began her task of dismantling the elite, patriarchal ‘I,’
and reassembled it to accommodate the plural pronoun of, ‘We.’ Woolf’s inclusive language
invites the everyday reader to populate the ‘We.’
It is the intersubjective, multi-sexed character of Orlando who unfolds as a ‘We,’ rather
than an ‘I’. Lee claims that Orlando laid the groundwork for the soliloquies of The Waves
(1931): “Orlando’s biographer keeps disassembling and then re-assembling Orlando’s ‘selves’: a
reflection of Virginia Woolf’s sense of her own ‘great variety of selves’” (Lee 522).
Fragmentation of the ‘self’ was personal for Woolf due to her trauma, mental illness, and, I
argue, the anxieties of modern life, all of which contributed to an increasing fragmentation of her
own sense of self. Her books speak to the changing conditions of modern, urban life in London
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries; the alienation of the ego, or self, was
exacerbated by the interwar years of the early twentieth century, a period when not only the
individual became fragmented, but one’s family, community, and nation were widely split apart.
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Woolf describes the mood of this ferocious new way of living life in Orlando: “A
turbulent welter of clouds covered the city. All was darkness; all was doubt; all was confusion.
The eighteenth century was over; the Nineteenth century had begun” (204). The urbanization of
rural communities, and the advancement of modern technologies separated past traditions and
rituals from modern lifestyles. The customs that historically played important roles in forming
cultural identities were crumbling in the wake modernity, and its technologies: chemical warfare,
the airplane, the automobile, film, the telephone and the countless inventions and advancements
in science were emerging simultaneously. The Industrial Revolution (approx. 1760 – 1840) had
permanently changed the course of history and Britain was undergoing massive growing pains.
Racial minorities, women, and the poor were rising up in a hard struggle for human rights, social
welfare, and political representation. Bills were formed for the abolishment of slavery in Britain
(approx. 1833); women were campaigning for the right to vote, and began forming women’s
suffrage movements (approx. 1872); and alienated urban workers were forming labor party
movements (approx. 1890), to fight for improved working conditions. Virginia Woolf, born in
1882, was a child during the late Victorian Britain (1837-1901); a young adult during Edwardian
Britain (1901-1914); and died in 1941, aged 59, during the early years of Modern Britain (19141945). She lived through World War I (1914-1918), Interwar Britain (1919-1939), and she
committed suicide in 1941, during World War II (1939-1945).
It was during these volatile years that psychoanalytic research was surfacing, as well as
its patient, the clinic, and the institutionalization of the mentally ill. Both Orlando and Sigmund
Freud’s Civilization and Its Discontents were written during the early twentieth century. It’s
important to note that Woolf’s publication of Orlando (1928) predates Civilization and Its
Discontents64 (1930). Woolf nonetheless was very familiar with Freud’s psychoanalytic research;
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in fact, she set the type for the first English edition to be published and disseminated into Britain
via Hogarth Press (Silver 198). James Strachey, who was affiliated with the Bloomsbury Group
member and Lytton Strachey’s brother, translated Freud’s work from German into English.
Both Orlando and Civilization and Its Discontents explore the fragmentation of
consciousness within modern life in the early twentieth century. They call attention to shifting
cultural paradigms of taboo and religious impulses, and engage powerful emotions such as love
and shame. Additionally, both establish divisions of the ‘self’ and employ textual imagery to
express their ideas, though they each take these components of self and identity in different
directions. Woolf, for instance, was an ardent feminist who used a multifaceted self to explore
English, female identity, while women appear in Freud’s work as pawns in forming a
complicated masculine consciousness. Yet there are interesting ways in which their ideas
overlap, however, when it comes to the splitting of self-consciousness and reconsolidation of
identity as a shifting and imperfect façade of events. The stratification of the self is a shared line
of attack to destabilize the concept of a unified ego, or ‘I.’
Both Freud and Woolf consider the stratification of time and space in relationship to the
development of consciousness. Woolf’s character, Orlando, lives some three hundred years in
one body—a multitude of lives that must amalgamate into a unified voice of consciousness.
Freud’s discussion of Rome’s metropolis describes approximately 28 centuries in one city, and
represents another kind of body (725-27). Freud metaphorically compares image overlays of
Rome to the life of the human mind. He specifically refers to the history and topography of
Roma Quadrata (753 BC), where he collages together a selection of Rome’s important
architectural sites and events: each is summoned as a superimposed image that shares the same
space (726-27). Freud’s visualization thereby removes these sites and experiences from a linear
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timeline, and he reimagines them as being concurrently visible through a stratification of history
in one space (726). For example, Freud asks the reader to imagine the Coliseum and “Nero’s
vanished golden House” as occupying the same space in the “Eternal City” (725-26). He then
relates this palimpsest to the human mind:
Now let us, by a flight of imagination, suppose that Rome is not a human habitation but a
psychical entity with a similarly long and copious past—an entity, that is to say, in which
nothing that has once come into existence will have passed away and all the earlier
phases of development continue to exist alongside the latest one. (Freud 726)
Freud’s rumination on Rome also describes the mind of Orlando, which consolidates 300 years
into one human life and mind. Freud argues that his flight of the imagination is problematic
because, he asserts, two different contents—such as the Coliseum and the Golden House—
cannot occupy the same space as an image in the imagination (726-27). Just like the destruction
or disrepair of a city, the mind is equally flawed and prone to trauma and diseases that impair its
function. In the case of Orlando, after his sex changes to female, the narrator explains:
His memory—but in further we must, for convention’s sake, say ‘her’ for ‘his’, and ‘she’
for ‘he’—her memory then, went back through all the events of her past life without
encountering any obstacle. Some slight haziness there may have been, as if a few drops
had fallen into the clear pool of memory; certain things had become dimmed; but that
was all. (V. Woolf 127)
In Orlando’s memory and in his internal dialogue exists a man, who now resides in a woman’s
body and a female experience. The consciousness of one sex does not replace the other. The
woman and the man of Orlando co-exist in time, through a shared space and a shared memory, a
lot like the ruins of Nero’s Golden House, which remains where the Coliseum now stands.
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Freud’s overlaying of historical events and architectural sites so that they occupy the same space
reveals (when applied to human experience) that there is no wholeness or unity of the self; all
moments of life may not remain in the present, yet they contribute to the present palimpsest of
the self. Freud proposed a further fragmentation of the self into the id, the ego, and the superego
(724, 769-71). He named the unconscious and instinctual self the “id,” which is constantly
battling various forms of alienation from the higher self, the “super-ego,” in a constant play of
negotiations that are mediated by the “ego” which seeks to balance the two (757-72). One’s
perception of the self is a consolidation of events and negotiations in the mind. Like Rome, it is
an assemblage of architectural sites and historical situations that have survived; their existences
in the spatial and temporal boundaries of the present are the result of stratified time and identity.
Freud claims that perception of a continuous and autonomous ego is an illusion, an inward facing
façade (724-27). We see this fragmentation of ego also in Orlando.
Similar to Rome, which cannot have Nero’s Golden House and the Coliseum in the same
time and space, Orlando tries but cannot be male entirely, or completely female—nor can
Orlando occupy both genders at the same time, regardless of his sex. Orlando becomes a floating
signifier, neither entirely man nor woman, who participates in the performance of both genders.
In Orlando, Woolf detaches sex from gender and its cultural constructs, stratifying in the body of
Orlando three hundred years of changing English norms (approx. 1586-1928) and how these
cultural constructs design and enforce gender performance. Like an animal, Orlando bucks to
throw social expectations after his sex changes to female, refusing the cultural restraints placed
upon her sex and gender.
Orlando’s experience is post-human, and his/her consciousness is intersubjective. He/she
blends with a changing environment but also suffers from the alienation of a fragmented sex and
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gender, and is never completely at home in his or her body, or in any particular time period.
Woolf draws attention the natural world and blends it with Orlando: “as if all the fertility and
amorous activity of a summer’s evening were woven web-like about his body” (21), and how he
(then she) connects to it and how it connects to her. Thus Orlando’s alienation in the world
manifests as a physical (that is to say, animal) morphing rather than as a balanced Freudian ego.
Woolf accomplishes a unified character in Orlando by crafting a consistent internal
dialogue and narrative tone. While Orlando’s sex and gender are disassembled, his/her internal
dialogue and voice remain unchanged. This voice holds the story together while the world
around Orlando changes, and while he/she, too, is changing. Orlando’s identity ruptures as the
visible stratification of his/her self is reassembled as a shared space, refusing to be limited to a
unified ‘I,’ or ego. In Orlando, Woolf creates a ‘We’ that autonomously operates in, and
activates the position of, the ‘I.’ By contrast, consider Woolf’s description of meeting an
economically advantaged, patriarchal ‘I’ in A Room of One’s Own:
[S]o direct, so straightforward after [reading] the writing of women. It indicated such
freedom of mind, such liberty of person, such confidence in himself. One had a sense of
physical well-being in the presence of this well-nourished, well-educated, free-mind,
which had never been thwarted or opposed, but had had full liberty from birth to stretch
itself in whatever way it liked. (99)
Yet Woolf’s admiration of the masculine ‘I’ stops short, and she draws the conceit that the letter
‘I’ is like a bar stretched across the page, and she questions what is suppressed, and concludes
that it is the female sex (Room 99). Then Woolf’s vision of a bar morphs into a “giant beech
tree,” that casts a dense shadow where nothing will grow (Room 100). Woolf’s political agenda
is more explicit in In a Room of One’s Own, were she proposes a gender-neutral creative mind
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(98). However, it is in Orlando that this androgyny was fleshed-out in fiction. Woolf’s war with
the patriarchal and unrelenting ‘I’ in English literature was waged on multiple fronts and in
several works of hers. Hermione Lee asserts: “Increasingly in the late 1920s and 1930s,
[Woolf’s] ideas about the function of fiction were involved with her political ‘philosophy of
anonymity,’ her detestation of the insistent ‘I’ – word of Victorian patriarchy or 1930s Fascism”
(VW 516).
The Waves, for example, integrates the consciousnesses of six characters into one
intersubjective consciousness via the polyphonic voice, which prohibits the characters from
being simple mouthpieces for the author. Orlando deploys the opposite strategy: Woolf explodes
the protagonist’s being into multiple selves, which allows Woolf’s satirical voice to surface in
the narrative alongside Orlando’s internal dialogue. Orlando’s “We” is unique among Woolf’s
novels for its explicit deconstruction of sex and gender within a multitude of selves that makeup
the “I” of Orlando: “Her words formed themselves, her hands clasped themselves, involuntarily,
just as her pen had written of its own accord. It was not Orlando who spoke, but the spirit of the
age” (V. Woolf 222). Woolf’s feminism permeates the entirety of Orlando; her pen finds
autonomy, as do her hands, and her words. In Orlando, Woolf begins to free her characters from
the monologic discourse of a traditional narrative by empowering a philosophical “We” to
cultivate the “I” of identity. Woolf describes, during the excitement of writing Orlando, the
important pursuit of keeping a “unity of tone,” and adds that: “It has to be half laughing, half
serious; with great splashes of exaggeration” (Writer’s Diary 117-18). Woolf’s brilliance was as
cunning as it was playful. Her humor is hyperbolic and embedded in her intentionally plain
language is a “We” that is freed from cultural constructions of sex and gender, and the
patriarchal “I.”
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4.3: BECOMING WOMAN-MANLY & BECOMING MAN-WOMANLY:
A POSTMODERN REREADING OF ORLANDO, TO THE LIGHTHOUSE,
AND A ROOM OF ONE’S OWN
We will next examine three of her feminine characters: Lily Briscoe in To the
Lighthouse; Orlando in Orlando; and Judith in A Room of One’s Own, in order to ascertain—
philosophically and through feminist theory—Woolf’s vision of becoming via the arts. As I have
argued in section 2, Woolf populates the masculine ‘I’ with a genderless and intersubjective
‘We.’ This section expounds further on the challenges of a feminist ‘We,’ and will highlight
different facets of Woolf’s becoming-with philosophy, as described by the roles of her female
and multi-sexed artists in fiction. We will then narrow our focus to Orlando, and examine
Woolf’s literary work using the contemporary philosophical, gender and feminist theories of
Judith Butler and Rosi Braidotti. Virginia Woolf rallies for women to write stories about women;
about their experiences, about their ideas, and simply to write! (Room 114), and she leverages the
genre of fiction as a powerful medium for women to express themselves and their ideas. Woolf
writes:
[W]hen a subject is highly controversial—and any question about sex is that—one can
not hope to tell the truth . . . Fiction here is likely to contain more truth than fact. Lies
will flow from my lips, but there may perhaps be some truth mixed up with them; it is for
you to see out this truth and to decide whether any part of it is worth keeping. (Room 4-5)
Woolf used the craft of fiction and the extended essay, A Room of One’s Own, to combat
negative stereotypes of women’s creative and intellectual abilities, which ironically also meant
describing those negative stereotypes in order to have her characters overcome the “obstacle” of
their sex, the culturally constructed limitation of gender. The struggle for women’s recognition in
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the visual and literary arts is a uniting theme in Woolf’s novels To the Lighthouse, Orlando, and
in A Room of One’s Own. Each of these works, published a year apart, are sister texts: they “are
inextricably linked; they form a triptych” (Briggs, Inner Life 216). These works by Woolf
intertextually contribute and give momentum to each other by offering rich observations and
stories about women in the arts. What holds women back, and what is needed for women to
thrive artistically? Each book has a different approach and is its own kind of thought-project,
centering on the creative agency to actualize self-consciousness through the simple
collaborations and encounters of everyday life, which, as I argue throughout this dissertation, are
intersubjective. Her characters challenge conventional ideas of sexuality and gender identity, and
they offer a progressive vision for women in the arts that are non-binary and distinctly posthuman in its creative manifestation.
Briggs claims that Virginia Woolf’s feminism combines both “new feminism” and “old
feminism” of the “mid-1920s Women’s Movement” (Inner Life 222). She also asserts that Woolf
combines the educational and social concerns of old feminism with the practical living concerns
of new feminism, such as birth control and the living standards and circumstances that limit
women (Briggs, Inner Life 222). She posits that this is why Woolf’s vision for women in the arts
remains relevant to our contemporary audience. I agree with Briggs that Woolf’s hybrid thinking
and multifaceted approach to feminism is in part why her work remains culturally applicable and
important to contemporary women. However, I would add to Briggs’ argument that Woolf’s
continued relevance is also attributable to experiments with aesthetics and lyric prose, and her
integration of both queer and feminist theory into her fiction. Woolf’s approach to consciousness
was holistic; the internal dialogues of her characters evolve in relationship with one another, with
the external conditions of everyday life, with nature, with animals and insects, with urban spaces,
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and with technologies. Her vision of consciousness describes a becoming-with philosophy that is
intersubjective. The potency of her vision was not just in her attention to the problems and
challenges that confronted women; it was in her ability to reimagine the ‘self’ as permeable,
fragmented, and endlessly tangled in intersubjective discourses and temporary, multispecies
alliances. She crafted a vision of sex that was freed from binary ideologies of gender and
patriarchal social constructs. Woolf describes the established boundaries of being in the world in
order to transgress them, she builds on a becoming-with philosophy in fiction that continues
contribute to contemporary discourses in post-humanism. She lays out tools for women artists to
take up on a macro-level, (e.g. space, time and money to write) and on a meta-level by
constructing in fiction a framework for disrupting restrictive patterns that propagate a solipsistic,
heteronormative ‘I.’ We will approach Woolf’s gender-fluid subject later in this section with the
guidance of the philosopher Judith Butler.
The character Lily Briscoe is a painter in To the Lighthouse (1927). She is a guest at the
Ramsay family’s summerhouse on the Isle of Skye in the Scottish Hebrides. Lily throughout the
novel’s narrative combats a negative internal dialogue that whispers: “Women can’t paint,
women can’t write . . .” (V. Woolf, Lighthouse 75). Throughout the first and second part of To
the Lighthouse, her internal dialogue echoes the internalized sexism that can haunt the
observations and thoughts of women. The novel culminates when Lily, who is struggling to
finish a painting, finally challenges this negative voice: “It would be hung in the attics, she
thought; it would be destroyed. But what did that matter?” (Lighthouse 309-10). Then Lily
realizes her vision, by finishing her painting and the novel ends. The painting that Lily Briscoe
creates includes the figure of Mrs. Ramsay. She is sitting by a window in the first part of the
book, thinking:
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But the sight of the girl standing on the edge of the lawn painting reminded her; she was
supposed to keeping her head as much in the same position as possible for Lily’s picture.
Lily’s picture! Mrs. Ramsay smiled . . . she would never marry; one could not take her
painting very seriously; she was an independent little creature, and Mrs. Ramsay liked
her for it; so, remembering her promise, she bent her head. (V. Woolf 29)
Lily’s painting is completed in part three, after Mrs. Ramsay’s death. Laura McMahon, in her
essay Thinking According to Others, argues that “Woolf’s description of the Lily Briscoe’s
efforts at painting . . . [speak] to Woolf’s own efforts at literary expression” (97). Mrs. Ramsay is
widely acknowledged within the literary communities—and by Woolf herself—to be a
fictionalized character that is based on Woolf’s mother, Julia Stephen (McMahon 194). Virginia
was only thirteen when her mother died, and as I asserted in Section 1, writing To the Lighthouse
was kind of therapy for Woolf, who wrote of her experience: “I wrote the book very quickly; and
when it was written, I ceased to be obsessed by mother. I no longer hear her voice; I do not see
her” (Lee 476). This is similar to the obsession that Woolf had for Vita-Sackville West, while
writing Orlando, and her catharsis from the relationship after it was written (Lee 504).
Conversely, it is Virginia Woolf’s father, not her mother, who presented an creative obstacle to
her. She writes: “His life would have entirely ended mine. What would have happened? No
writing, no book;—inconceivable. I used to think of him & mother daily; but writing The
Lighthouse laid them in my mind” (Lee 475). Nonetheless, it is after Mrs. Ramsay dies that Lily
Briscoe is able to overcome her internalized sexism and to complete her painting.
If we return now to Julia Briggs’ assertion that Woolf’s work offered a hybrid vision of
new and old feminism during the 1920s (Inner Life 222), I posit that we see the two visions of
feminism indirectly lock horns in the internal dialogues of Lily Briscoe and Mrs. Ramsay. In part
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one, The Window, the Ramsay family, and their guests (including Lily Briscoe) gather for dinner.
Mrs. Ramsay sits down to the head of the table and asks herself:
But what have I done with my life? . . . only this—an infinitely long table and plates and
knives. At the far end, was her husband, sitting down, all in a heap, frowning. What at?
She did not know. She did not mind. She could not understand how she had ever felt any
emotion or affection for him. She had a sense of being past everything, through
everything, out of everything . . . (V. Woolf, Lighthouse 125)
The juxtaposing of Mrs. Ramsay’s question with her observations of her husband, the tableware,
her guests and family, points to the domestic expectations and responsibilities placed on a
woman, and her investment in the lives of her children, home, and husband, rather than her own
professional, educational and artistic pursuits. The question that sparks in Mrs. Ramsay’s mind
suggests a flight of time colliding with the present moment of self-reflection. She is now in her
50s and the mother of eight children; she calls her matriarchal existence into question.
Throughout the novel, we see the resulting anger directed inwards and embodied in the life of
Mrs. Ramsay. Mrs. Ramsay’s reflection’s on her life’s work are, however, also a point of agency
that opens—these ruminations acknowledge that there is more to life, for women, than the
domestic affairs of a family and a home. In Mrs. Ramsay we see the intellectual unrest
characteristic of old feminism. Briggs writes: “The ‘old’ feminists represented an aspiring and
predominantly middle class group, campaigning for equal treatment for women in education and
the professions” (Inner Life 222). Mrs. Ramsay’s willingness to question the social structures
that she delicately and tenaciously upholds in the narrative is symptomatic of the struggle
between conservative ideologies of late Victorian era and the changing socio-economic times of
the early twentieth century. During the same dinner scene, Lily Briscoe observes Mrs. Ramsay’s
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reflection, and she watches as Mrs. Ramsay’s suffering is transformed into a smile for William
Bankes, who is sitting next to her. Lily Briscoe thinks to herself: “Why does she pity him?”:
He is not in the least pitiable. He has his work, Lily said to herself. She remembered, all
of a sudden as if she had found a treasure, that she had her work. In a flash she saw her
picture, and thought, Yes, I shall put the tree further in the middle; then I shall avoid that
awkward space. That’s what I shall do. That’s what has been puzzling me. She took up
the salt cellar and put it down again on a flower in pattern in the table-cloth, so as to
remind herself to move the tree. (V. Woolf, Lighthouse 128)
Lily Briscoe’s thoughts contrast with Mrs. Ramsay’s, by enacting the expectations of new
feminism. She claims the agency to create new meaning in her life through art. Lily pursues her
passion for painting, she resists marrying or having children, and she is glad to have made her
own path in the world. She embodies ideas of new feminism, as Briggs describes it: “The ‘new’
feminists, on the other hand, believed that the key reforms [such as the right to property and the
right to vote] had already been achieved, and instead focused their efforts on ‘women’s issues’
— contraception, state support for widows and unmarried mothers, and a ‘family allowance’”
(Inner Life 222). The entanglement of Mrs. Ramsay’s and Lily Briscoe’s feminisms describes
Woolf’s hybrid vision; the narrative in To the Lighthouse ponders aspects of both movements.
Woolf’s focus on the role of the artist in relationship to women’s experience in the world
philosophically rotates the ongoing project of feminism into the future, in other words, our
present. Lily Briscoe embodies a becoming-woman philosophy, as described in Section 1; Lily
transgresses the culturally constructed boundaries of her gender, through a line of flight; she
resists the old Victorian Era rubric of being a woman (e.g. being a mother, being a wife). Her
line of flight recuperates a ‘self’ that is permeable with its surroundings through painting. I agree
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with Laura MacMahon, when she claims that: “Lily and Woolf thusly contribute to the opening
of a new world—for women, for artistic expression, and for the manner in which we are able to
see a transformed world of perception” (212). Conversely, I disagree with MacMahon’s
argument that the world of perception that Woolf describes is “solipsistic” (200-201, 212).
Woolf reterritorializes the female sex as artist in what Deleuze and Guattari describe as a
becoming-woman philosophy (see Section 1). Her character’s fragmented observations and
internal dialogues create an avalanche of emotion in the narrative that moves it forward with
thinking, rather than plot. Lily Briscoe concludes To the Lighthouse in the following passage:
But what did that matter? she asked herself, taking up her brush again. She looked at the
steps; they were empty; she looked at her canvas; it was blurred. With a sudden intensity,
as if she saw it clear for a second, she drew a line there, in the [center]. It was done; it
was finished. Yes, she thought, laying down her brush in extreme fatigue, I have had my
vision. (V. Woolf 310)
Thus Lily Briscoe harnesses the agency to actualize her artistic vision, and to supersede the
negative internal dialogue that suppressed her painting, and her sex. Virginia Woolf’s characters
are becoming-with their environments in discord, and they speak to a post-human condition
which is interlinked, temporary, and changing. She further advances this method of writing in
her later work, The Waves (1931), which I argue is polyphonic in Chapter 2.
Woolf’s again engages the struggle of female artists in the character Orlando, who strives
to write poetry his (then her) whole life, then is surprised to learn that being female becomes an
artistic liability, after he becomes she. It is in the novel Orlando (1928) that Woolf seriously
explores in fiction the connection between gender and sex, and the ramifications that these
constructs have on the creative agency of women. Woolf writes:
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In every human being a vacillation from one sex to the other takes place, and often it is
only the clothes that keep the male or female likeness, while underneath the sex is the
very opposite of what is the very opposite of what it is above. Of the complications and
confusions which thus result everyone has had experience . . . (Orlando 171-72)
The awkward predicament that Woolf describes of gender and sex not aligning reveals the
apparatus of heteronormative, binary ideologies at work. In a moment, we will turn to Judith
Butler’s concept of gender performativity to better grasp what is at stake in Orlando’s sexual
metamorphosis. First, however, it is important to mention Woolf’s extended essay, A Room of
One’s Own (1929) where Woolf proposes the fictional scenario of Shakespeare having had a
genius sister named Judith. Unlike Lily Briscoe, who climatically realizes her painterly “vision”
(To The Lighthouse 310); or Orlando’s finished poem, The Oak Tree, that bursts from the bosom
of her dress (where she kept it) and finds publication in the hands of Sir Nicholas Greene65, the
most influential critic of the Victorian age” (Orlando 249-52): Judith is met with such obstacles
and indifference in her pursuit of being a playwright that she commits suicide (A Room of One’s
Own 48). Woolf’s brief thought-project about Shakespeare’s hypothetical sister is, sadly, closest
to the real historical suffering of women artists. It was nearly impossible for women to be artists
before the Elizabethan age, and they are scarce even up until the late twenty century, in most
Western, first world histories. The tragic story of Judith leverages the larger project of A Room of
One’s Own, an essay that argues for space, time, and funding for women in the arts. Woolf also
calls for the hopeful rise of a “Shakespeare’s sister” in the future, through the present labors of
women in the arts, and in education, to claim legitimacy: “she would come if we work for her,
and that so to work, even in poverty and obscurity, is worth while” (Room 114). Virginia Woolf
takes her ideas on sex and gender that were hatched in Orlando a theoretical step further in A
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Room of One’s Own: “It is fatal to be a man or woman pure and simple; one must be womanmanly or man-womanly” (104). If art has the power to change the way people see the world, than
the gender-fluid subject of Orlando gave early literary representation to feminists in the arts, and
to the homosexual, trans and genderqueer communities during the conservative and highly
discriminating times of early twentieth century England. Woolf also gives a wink to the queer
subculture of the Bloomsbury Group in Orlando, and to her lover, friend, and professional
colleague, Vita Sackville-West. Their unique relationships supported and encouraged the
posthumantistic theater of the Bloomsbury Group. The feminine protagonists Lily Briscoe,
Orlando, and Judith challenge readers to re-imagine artistic success as actualizing a becomingwoman philosophy. By re-imagining what and who an artist is, the arts also re-imagine what and
who a woman is. Furthermore, women change the field of arts by steeping into it. To the
Lighthouse, Orlando, and A Room of One’s Own continue to engage the changing social
landscape that has controlled sex and gender constructs, and the contemporary social apparatuses
that enforce these categories.
American philosopher Judith Butler’s book, Gender Trouble, offers important insight into
the performative elements of gender in Orlando, and into what is at stake politically when the
subject is freed of sex, gender and solipsistic experience. In this seminal text, Butler establishes
that gender is constructed from within a social structure that demands its performativity; it is a
cultural apparatus that designs and enforces gender’s demonstrative acts, but then vanishes in the
enactment. Butler writes: “[T]he substantive “I” only appears as such through a signifying
practice that seeks to conceal its own workings and to naturalize its effects” (GT 197-98). When
the character Orlando returns from Turkey, post-sexual metamorphosis, she must acclimate to
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the city of London and its people as a woman. This instantly presents problems for Orlando, who
struggles to change her behavior to adopt the cultural norms that suppress and inhibit women:
She remembered how, as a young man, she had insisted that women must be obedient,
chaste, scented, and exquisitely appareled. “Now I shall have to pay in my own person
for those desires,” she reflected; “for women are not (judging by my own short
experience of the sex) obedient, chaste, scented, and exquisitely appareled by nature.
They can only attain these graces, without which they may enjoy none of the delights of
life, by the most tedious discipline. (V. Woolf 143)
The social apparatus that designs feminine behaviors demands the “tedious discipline” that
Orlando is referring to, and in this case, it was the social apparatus of approximately the 18th
Century and English society (V. Woolf 143). Orlando had to learn that she had physical
limitations and wardrobe restrictions designed and governed by the times. In this way, Woolf
reveals the gender apparatus at work, and concludes from its naturalizing effects that there’s
nothing natural about feminine gender display. Woolf writes: “Orlando had become a woman—
there is no denying it. But in every other respect, Orlando remained precisely as he had been.
The change of sex, though it altered their future, did nothing whatever to alter their identity”
(127). Orlando ruminates on the arduous, time consuming, and sometimes-painful tasks of
beauty in the feminine display of gender, while also realizing that her heavy skirts that she was
wearing would impair her ability to swim if she, for instance fell from a boat (V. Woolf 146).
Orlando laments the behaviors that her new sex and gender forbid her, like speaking her mind,
fighting in battle, and positions of leadership, moreover, a man would have to rescue her from
drowning because she could not swim in the dress that she was wearing. Woolf describes
Orlando’s dilemma: “as if she belonged to neither [gender];” and indeed, for the time being, she
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seemed to vacillate; she was man; she was woman; she knew the secrets, shared the weaknesses
of each (V. Woolf 145). Orlando’s depression is relieved by what she views as the rewards for
her compliance in being a woman. She comforts herself with the idea that “contemplation,
solitude, [and] love” were the rewards for these sexual behaviors, and gender performativity (V.
Woolf 146). However, Woolf also warns the reader of the consequence, and in Butler’s terms,
the naturalizing effects of gender display: “. . . to be clothed with poverty and ignorance, which
are the dark garments of the female sex . . .” (Orlando 146). Woolf thus positions the act of
obedient female gender performativity within a vanishing English social apparatus, which
supports self-formulating and self-sabotaging behavior patterns for woman.
Orlando’s submission to the social apparatus that designed and governed her new sex and
gender was critical. If she had forfeited her role in this social construct it would have led to her
total alienation within the context of English society. This performativity is juxtaposed with
Orlando’s experience traveling with Turkish gypsies; when she worked on the land and with
animals, and enjoying certain freedoms: “[T]he gipsy women, except in one or two important
particulars, differ very little from the gipsy men” (V. Woolf 140). With the Turkish gypsies,
Woolf presents two different social constructs for Orlando to be a woman, and calls attention to
the cultural apparatus at play. Satirically, it is not Orlando’s sex or gender that the gypsies dislike
but her affection for nature, her disconnect from reality, the air of her aristocratic upbringing, and
imperial brazenness that followed her as the (former) Ambassador Extraordinary to
Constantinople: “[H]ere is someone who does not do the thing for the sake of doing; nor looks
for looking’s sake; here is someone who believes neither in sheep-skin nor basket; but
sees…something else” (V. Woolf 134). This all changes when Orlando decides to return home,
and sets sail for England, as a woman.
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Woolf was well ahead of her times in her ability to detach gender from sex and sexuality,
and to draw attention to the social politics that control and determine these behaviors over the
course of three hundred years. Through the body of Orlando she offers a post-human condition:
his/her sex signifies no gender, and all genders; Orlando’s body dwells in the uncertainty of the
performance. Woolf offers fictional experiences in Orlando that speak to the struggles of
contemporary queer and transgender communities. For example, when Orlando’s sex changes to
female, she realizes that she is still attracted to women, and her romantic inclination shifts to that
of lesbian: “though she herself was a woman, it was still a woman she loved; and if the
consciousness of being of the same sex had any effect at all, it was to quicken and deepen those
feelings which she had had as a man” (V. Woolf 147). This romantic situation that Woolf
describes in Orlando is important because it combats the oversimplified conception that one’s
gender or biological sex determines one’s sexual impulses. A person could be biologically male,
and identify as a woman as his gender, and still be attracted to women, or vice versa: a biological
woman might identify with the male gender and be attracted to men. Woolf’s character
Archduke Harry exaggerates this situation to the point of parody: in the beginning he falls in love
with Orlando, as a man, and cross-dresses in an effort to win him over. Woolf writes:
First, she asked him, with a proper, but somewhat clumsy curtsey, to forgive her
intrusion. Then, rising to her full height again, which must have been something over six
feet two, she went on to say—but with such a cackle of nervous laughter, so much teeheeing and haw-hawing that Orlando thought she must have escaped from a lunatic
asylum—that she was the Archduchess Harriet Griselda of Finster-Aarhorn and Scandop-Boom in the [Romanian] territory. She desired above all things to make his
acquaintance, she said. (Orlando 105-106).
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Drag performance is demanding and is taken seriously by drag queens and kings. Drag
transforms gender into a malleable substance; it often involves layers of meticulous face paint,
wigs, flamboyant gowns, expensive accessories, sorely concealed genitalia and body-crushing
corsets, or breasts taped sideways to the chest, in order to fabricate the illusion of a new sex and
gender. It additionally relies on exaggerated gestures and mannerisms to embody the gender.
Woolf’s parody of the Archduke emphasizes an important point: gender, as Judith Butler asserts,
is an act, one that copies social patterns which define an identity within social constructs. Butler
writes:
The subject is not determined by the rules through which it is generated because
signification is not a founding act, but rather a regulated process of repetition that both
conceals itself and enforces its rules precisely through the production of substantializing
effects. (GT 198)
While the Archduke’s character is playful and exaggerated, even hilarious, his bad performance
as the opposite sex is a “failed copy” (Butler, GT 200). According to Butler, it is from within the
cultural construct that variance must happen to upset the binary divisions of sex and gender (GT
201). This variance is demonstrated in the Archduke/Archduchess’ character; from his desire for
Orlando arises his agency to create a variance in the meta-pattern of heteronormative courtship.
Orlando, distressed by his own attraction to the cross-dressing Archduke, flees England
to Turkey: “[H]e did what any other young man would have done in his place, and asked King
Charles to send him as Ambassador Extraordinary to Constantinople” (V. Woolf 109). Yet, upon
Orlando’s return to England as a woman, the Archduke Harry returns as a man to court the new
Orlando, as a woman, and is equally unsuccessful. The question arises, which is Harry’s real

229
gender, if his sex does not delimit his gender orientation? Is he really the Archduke, or the
Archduchess? Butler asserts that there is no real gender:
The ‘real’ and the ‘sexually factic’ are phantasmatic constructions—illusions of
substance—that bodies are compelled to approximate, but never can . . . And yet this
failure to become ‘real’ and to embody ‘the natural is . . . a constitutive failure of all
gender enactments for the very reason that these ontological locales are fundamentally
uninhabitable (GT 199-200).
We see this uninhabitable locale best in Orlando, who vacillates between both genders and is
never able to fully embody either, regardless of his sex: thus, all is failed copy. Gender is a social
performance that is continually deconstructed and criticized within Orlando’s internal dialogue.
Like the Archduke Harry, Orlando also cross-dresses—once he has become a woman—and
Woolf handles Orlando’s gender performances with all seriousness. The narrator describes a
situation in which Orlando, in drag, solicits a female prostitute, and Woolf describes the kind of
experience that they have as two women, without the company of men (195-200). This takes
place during the nineteenth century, when Orlando switches gender daily, while continuing to be
sexed female. Orlando’s gender performance changed with her/his desired experience, always
situated within the social constructs of the space and time that Orlando occupied, and became a
collaboration of multiple selves, a ‘We’ that would not conform to any one sex, gender, or
identity, or singular ego.
We see in Orlando what Butler describes as: “[T]he substantive “I” [which] only appears
as such through a signifying practice that seeks to conceal its own workings and to naturalize its
effects” (GT 197-98). Woolf’s literary work is of consequence to our contemporary post-human
condition in the ways it re-imagines the self as a floating signifier, and by revealing the
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heteronormative cultural constructs that enforce these performances. By creating the character
Orlando, Woolf articulates a consciousness that is gender-neutral, and in doing so Woolf
anticipates contemporary issues of sex, gender, and identity politics in the Information Age.
Butler argues that the heteronormative constructs that design and enforce patterns in
gender roles have served as a power dynamic that suppresses and subordinates women into
compulsorily behaviors deemed acceptable within a patriarchal order. But that is not all; Butler
adds breadth and depth to her argument by also challenging the foundation of a collective
feminist cause and conscience:
The feminist ‘we’ is always and only a phantasmatic construction, one that has its
purposes, but which denies the internal complexity and indeterminacy of the term and
constitutes itself only though the exclusion of some part of the constituency that it
simultaneously seeks to represent. (GT 194)
The illusory constructs of a feminist ‘We,’ primarily serves a white, westernized, first
world population and agenda. As Butler points out, this is a problem because there is a complex
assemblage of factors and situations that contribute to the subject’s formation, such as, but not
limited to: economics, race, sexual identity, religion, class, geography, and able-bodiedness (GT
194, 196). I agree with Butler that there are political and socio-economic problems with a united
feminist ‘We,’ and I see that these problems exist in Woolf’s work. Woolf utilizes both genders
collaboratively to build a feminist, genderqueer character, but her vision relies on combining the
problematic categories of ‘male’ and ‘female’ genders. Further, the boundaries of my research
are limited to analyzing the manifestation of a gender-fluid subject within a western, first world
context, which Orlando satirically epitomizes (he/she is British, white, and shares an aristocratic
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bloodline with Queen Elizabeth I). Marginalized populations may not identify with the feminist
‘We’ that Woolf creates in Orlando.
One could argue that Orlando as a novel lacks the intersectionality that overlaps and
interlocks with the global online feminist, trans and genderqueer communities of the cyberage.
Today’s gender identity politics are radically more complex than the alignment of biological sex
with hierarchical, and binary concepts of ‘male’ and ‘female,’ yet, popular culture and Western
politics still struggle to accept gender-fluid and transgender communities. I reassert that it is the
interruption of the signifying practices that is important, and Orlando demonstrates the creative
agency in his/her becoming-woman experience that shares a vision for a more diverse and
inclusive future. Rosi Braidotti claims: “The posthuman condition urges us to think critically and
creatively about who and what we are actually in the process of becoming” (Posthuman 12).
Woolf’s fiction and lyric prose sought to answer the philosophical questions that Braidotti poses,
approximately eighty-five years before Braidotti asked them. Woolf’s vision of a gender-fluid
subject provides an empathetic space in fiction for individuals who struggle to understand
alternative sexual orientations and non-binary gender identities. At the same time, Orlando
articulates the creative agency, the resilience, and the courage necessary to design new patterns
of gender that are autonomous, fluid, and adaptable to changing environments.
Orlando offers a consciousness that is not limited to one sex or gender, and that defies a
Western heteronormative social construct. The identity of Orlando exists outside, and vacillates
between, English society’s constructed categories of gender and sex over the course of three
hundred years. Woolf’s exploration of the boundaries of gender, and the performative acts that
uphold the social signification of ‘woman’ or ‘man,’ creates a platform in fiction to challenge
and disrupt these social norms as phantasmatic. She succeeds in this by disrupting the repetition
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of a binary pattern in gender behaviors. By creating Orlando, a character who is indifferent to
his/her gender, and who changes sex partway through the narrative, Woolf reveals suppressive
paradigms that are normally concealed. Orlando must take-up the act of performing a new
gender of ‘woman’ after a spontaneous sex change, in accordance with the compulsory social
norms of the times. Orlando’s performativity exemplifies what Butler, sixty-two years later,
asserts to be the “restricting frames of masculinist domination and compulsory heterosexuality”
(GT 192). Orlando has the creative agency needed to interrupt the repetition of binary gender
norms, from within the cultural constructs that produce, govern, and conceal their construction.
Woolf puts forth in Orlando the critical thinking and creativity that Rosi Braidotti calls for in
articulating what we are becoming in these contemporary, post-human conditions.
To conclude, I have demonstrated how Orlando describes an intersubjective
consciousness that collectively works to explore the boundaries of gender and the performative
acts that uphold the social signification of ‘woman’ and ‘man.’ Using the art of fiction Woolf
challenges and disrupts Western heteronormative social constructs. At the same time, Woolf’s
narrative provides insight into the posthumanistic theater of the Bloomsbury Group. Their queer
subculture provided a safe space to explore sexuality, and it fostered gender fluidity. Their
alliances were steadfast, and they supported each other on multiple fronts: domestically,
financially, artistically and, of course, intellectually. The alliance of the Bloomsberries cultivated
their creative self-actualization of identity and sexual orientation. Orlando reflects the
Bloomsberries’ progressive queer culture that thrived beneath the surface of their modernist
appearances and gestures. Additionally, Woolf’s satirical rendering of Vita Sackville-West, as
Orlando, presents an intimate portrait of nobility and the hierarchical power dynamics that
traditionally upheld and enforced the social customs of the British Empire, and perpetuated the
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notion of an enlightened subject. Woolf’s approach to this topic, in a fictionalized biography,
masks a powerful critique of the social apparatus that produces and governs binary philosophies
of the ‘Self’ and ‘Other.’ Upon our close analysis, the heteronormative categories of sex and
gender first appeared satirical, but now appear also to present a sincere proposal of post-human
conditions.
Orlando’s human experience rapidly changes with the innovations of new technologies
over the course of three centuries. Orlando’s time and space is relative to that of other characters,
and is suspended during times of trauma and awareness of the present moment (violently felt as
the lyric present). Woolf’s experiments with narrative time allude to advancements in modern
physics, philosophy, and psychoanalysis in the early twentieth century. Her choice to use the
genre of fiction to apply her ideas allowed her to blur the boundaries of these topics, and to
describe the human condition as a process of becoming. The intersections of these experiences
extend beyond the individual, and, even the human, into new hybrid forms of consciousness that
are intersubjective. Woolf populates the identity of Orlando with male and female sexes and
genders, thereby Orlando becomes the host of an androgynous, intersubjective ‘We.’ To
accomplish this, Woolf creates post-human lines of flight that deterritorialize the male subject
with a becoming-woman philosophy. Then she reterritorializes self-consciousness in Orlando as
swarm-like, changeable, and interlocked with evolving ecological and technological systems
(Deleuze & Guattari, ATP 88). Orlando’s gender fluid and intersubjective consciousness
anticipated what has become a social reality for many trans and genderqueer communities today.
To the Lighthouse, Orlando, and A Room of One’s Own all contribute towards a larger
conversation about the post-human condition. Virginia Woolf’s novels demonstrate the power of
artistic agency, and its ability to interrupt patriarchal, and heteronormative social constructs that
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have suppressed women, genderqueer communities, and countless other minority groups from
within the cultural systems that design and reinforce behaviors. Following the tracks of Woolf’s
fiction helps us to imagine intersubjective assemblages of consciousness and this is of paramount
importance during the rapidly changing, and interconnected environments of our cyberage.
Woolf’s gift to the future (our present) was to provide a new framework in fiction to understand
consciousness, gender, and sexuality. If art has the power to change our perceptions of power,
agency, and legitimacy, then we must continue to create art that challenges social constructs with
alternative modes of becoming woman-manly, and becoming man-womanly.
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CONCLUSION
This dissertation works to reposition the literary accomplishments of British author
Virginia Woolf, and the activities of the Bloomsbury Group’s within post-human philosophy,
postmodern aesthetics, and contemporary queer and feminist theory. Woolf’s fiction has been
considered overwhelmingly archetypical of the accomplishments of modernism that emerged
within Western societies in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century. Further, the
activities of the Bloomsbury Group have been used to exemplify the concerns of modernist art,
aesthetics, and the philosophical ideology of humanism during the late Enlightenment period,
and early Romanticism. Whilst this reading is by no means inaccurate, it also prevents us from
seeing what is more radical about the work or Virginia Woolf and the activities of the
Bloomsbury Group. This interpretation and analysis of the Bloomsbury Group overlooks the
complexity of their social and intellectual rebellion, however. This dissertation asserts that the
Bloomsberries’ activities broke the mold of modernism (even as they helped to create it) and
overflowed into postmodern concerns. The Bloomsberries engaged in gender performativity,
queer subculture hybridity, intellectual interconnectedness, artistic and sexual fluidity. The
original contribution of my scholarship to the field of humanities repositions the Bloomsbury
Group collective activities, and the creative art of Virginia Woolf’s fiction, as creating a
posthumanistic theater. I have argued that the Bloomsberries’ ideologies purported modernist
concepts of art and aesthetics, but that these modernist ideas and values functioned as
performative cloak, one that protected a suite of private, yet radical and risky practices of art,
philosophy, gender and feminist theory. Following this idea, I have argued that their personal
behaviors, works, and relationships contribute to contemporary discourses on the post-human
condition (Chapter 1).
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By repositioning Virginia Woolf’s books, The Waves (Chapter 2), Mrs. Dalloway
(Chapter 3), To The Lighthouse, Orlando, and A Room of One’s Own (Chapter 4) in
posthumanism, I have shown how to approach her multifaceted descriptions of selfconsciousness beyond the restrictive limits of a siloed, colonialist ‘self’ centered in the
ideologies of solipsism. The internal dialogues of her characters evolve in relation to one
another, and with the external conditions of their everyday lives: in relation to nature, animals
and insects, urban spaces, and technologies. Her narratives describe human and non-human
experiences as being linked, temporary, and, at times, blurred with their environments. She
integrated the lyric moment into her narratives to describe perceptions of people and events from
the vantage point of mental illness; in other words, she shares a vision of sanity from the point of
view of insanity (Chapter 3). A large body of scholarship recognizes that Woolf experimented
with her characters’ perceptions of time in her narratives (Hussy 317-18). My contribution to this
area examines her integration of the lyric moment in her prose in ways that are distinctly
postmodern. For example, Woolf’s penetrates her narrative of Orlando with her own authorial
time and space (Chapter 4); she crafts episodes that render ‘traumatic time,’ by partially freezing
the forward flow of time in the narrative, and by temporarily dislocating characters ‘as frozen’
(Chapter 4); she creates primordial landscapes that are void of human consciousness, such as the
interludes in The Waves, which interrupt and stagger the polyphonic soliloquies of the characters
(Chapter 2); she connects her characters’ perceptions of time intersubjectively with machines,
such as omnibuses and airplanes (Chapter 3). Woolf succeeded with these experiments in time
by utilizing lyric prosody and cinemagraphic moments in her narratives and characters’ internal
dialogues. Woolf’s mastery of sonic and visual imagery enabled her to accomplish her aesthetic
vision of self-consciousness, a prescient vision that contributes to a becoming-with philosophy,
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and that is both polyphonic and intersubjective (Chapter 2 through 4). Woolf writes in To the
Lighthouse: “One wanted fifty pairs of eyes to see with . . . One wanted most some secret sense,
fine as air, with which to steal through keyholes and surround her . . . ” (294). Woolf
successfully accomplishes this voyeuristic desire to see life from its keyholes; her narratives
surround her subjects with expansiveness and attention, an air of awareness that passionately
envelops the components of everyday life. It is from Woolf’s myriad of eyes that she crafted her
powerfully intersubjective narratives. The potency of Virginia Woolf’s vision was not just in her
attention to the problems and challenges that confronted feminists; it was in her holistic approach
in viewing a character’s ‘self’ as permeable, fragmented, and entangled in intersubjective
discourses and of temporary, multispecies alliances (Chapter 3, and 4). Woolf’s acceptance of a
permeable, complex ‘self’ helped her craft a vision of sex that was freed from binary ideologies
of gender and patriarchal social constructs (Chapter 4). My underlying questions are: if art has
the power to change our perceptions of power, agency, and legitimacy, how did Virginia Woolf’s
fiction, and the activities of the Bloomsbury Group challenge social constructs with variant paths
of becoming? Specifically, what were the domestic and social conditions that supported women
in the Bloomsbury Group to thrive artistically, sexually, and intellectually (approximately, a
century before this was reality for many Western women)? What did the queer subculture of the
Bloomsbury Group reveal about Woolf’s fiction, and in turn, what do we learn about the
Bloomsberries from Woolf’s characters and narratives? In addition, what does the role of the
artist tell us in Woolf’s narratives about power, legitimacy, and agency (see Chapter 4)?
My analysis of Woolf’s novels argues that her characters demonstrate creative agency,
the behaviors and thinking that support self-actualization, which is a form of resistance to
oppressive social constructs. Her characters covertly interrupt social patterns that fortify existing
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power dynamics from within the systems that enforce and design their behaviors, power
dynamics such as patriarchal and heteronormative social constructs that have oppressed women,
genderqueer communities, and countless minorities groups (Butler, GT 196). Judith Butler’s
book, Gender Trouble, has been instrumental in my analysis of both the Bloomsbury Group’s
activities, and in ascertaining what is at stake in Woolf’s gender-fluid character, Orlando
(Chapter 4). I have asserted in my research that we gain new insight into the activities of the
Bloomsbury Group, and into the fiction of Virginia Woolf, by resituating them within the
philosophical discourse on postmodernism, rather than limiting them to the realm and dialogues
of modernism. By positioning the Bloomsberries’ creative activities within postmodernism, and
within contemporary feminist and queer theory, we gain insight into what Butler terms “gender
performativity,” i.e., the behaviors that upheld their posthumanistic theater (Chapter 1, and 4).
Their public relationships and domestic arrangements protected their queer alliances and
alternative lifestyles, which were lived in resistance to the old regimes of the Victoria Era. By
examining the social circumstances that nourished the Bloomsberries creativity and intellectual
growth as a group, we have seen how their alliances, friendships and marriages functioned as a
safe network to privately express their gender-fluidity, their homosexual and bisexual
relationships, and open marriages (Chapter 1, and 4). The activities in the posthumanistic theater
of the Bloomsbury Group were by no means innocent; the Bloomsberries leaned into the trouble,
their coterie was met with social ridicule and their activities were dangerous, given the political
and social climate that they lived in. Even from within their group, their encounters and
relationships often generated high interpersonal drama, heartache, and turmoil (Chapter 1, 2, and
4). Nevertheless, the intellectual and sexual freedoms that the Bloomsberries practiced
encouraged the development of personal agency and self-expression and experimentation. These
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freedoms were especially powerful for its female members, in particular for the young Virginia
and Vanessa Stephen. The posthumanistic theater of Bloomsbury Group supported the trajectory
of their lives in the arts, and correspondingly, the people, experiences, and ideas of the
Bloomsbury Group contributed to the content and subjects of that art.
My scholarship in this dissertation has placed Virginia Woolf’s fiction at the forefront of
these analyses because she successfully integrated philosophy and aesthetics into the genre of
fiction, while crafting narratives that also offer queer and feminist characters. Her work provided
an early voice to these suppressed and discriminated populations long before their communities
had legal rights in the West. Woolf’s fiction demonstrates the courage of heart, agency of mind,
imagination, and action necessary for self-actualization as a creative becoming. Her characters
intersect with their environments and each other in post-human combinations; Woolf’s fiction
informs our contemporary, and evolving, understanding of the post-human condition, and her
work instructs our contemporary interpretations of becoming-with each other, in our fragmented
age of hyper-communications.
French activist and psychoanalyst Félix Guattari, and French philosopher Gilles Deleuze’
co-authored book, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, has provided a
contemporary framework for re-reading Virginia Woolf’s fiction from the vantage point of the
post-human condition. I have applied Deleuze and Guattari’s philosophical theories of blocks of
becoming (Chapter 2), lines of flight, becoming-minority/becoming-woman, and Bodies without
Organs (Chapter 4) to Woolf’s novels. Deleuze and Guattari’s post-structuralist ideas have
provided a non-binary approach to ‘self-consciousness’ that is pluralistic, or, as they describe it
“rhizomatic.” The Italian philosopher Rosi Braidotti has been an essential guide in
intertextualizing the work of Woolf with Deleuze and Guattari with her books, The Post-Human,
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Patterns of Dissonance, Nomadic Subjects, Metamorphoses: Towards a Materialist Theory of
Becoming, and her article, Posthuman Critical Theory. Together, Braidotti, Deleuze and
Guattari’s philosophical concepts have assisted my research of Woolf’s characters’
intersubjectivity, and their permeability with their environments and technologies. My analysis
also relies on American philosopher Donna Haraway’s book, Simians, Cyborgs, and Women:
The Reinvention of Nature, for insight into Woolf’s human and non-human intersections
(Chapter 4), and to explore Woolf’s primordial interludes in The Waves (Chapter 2); Haraway’s
ideas in, Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene, continue to serve us later in
this conclusion when we consider future work in the Anthropocene. I have asserted throughout
this dissertation that Virginia Woolf’s narratives contribute our understanding of the post-human
condition: “[W]hat makes us ‘us’ is precisely not us; it is not even ‘human’” (Wolfe et al. 358).
Virginia Woolf’s fiction helps us to envision new assemblages of consciousness, and this is an
important asset to our imaginations as we participate in the rapidly changing and interconnected
environments of our cyberage.
Woolf’s gift to the future (our present) was to provide a new framework in fiction for
understanding consciousness, gender, and sexuality. Philosopher Cary Wolfe writes:
[W]hether we are talking about cultural and anthropological inheritances, tool use and
technologies, archives and prosthetic devices, or semiotic systems of all kinds —is
always already on the scene before we arrive, providing the very antecedent conditions
for possibility for our becoming ‘human.’ In a fundamental sense, then, what makes us
‘us’ is precisely not us it is not even ‘human . . . ” (358).
Virginia Woolf’s novels explore and capture in fiction the everyday events and circumstances
that connect our internal dialogues, our environments, and us; she describes our ‘humanness’ in a
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becoming-with philosophy that offers non-human and multispecies components that are
integrated into intersubjective consciousness. This dissertation has made the case that the
activities of the Bloomsbury Group and Woolf’s novels Mrs. Dalloway, To the Lighthouse,
Orlando, and A Room of One’s Own, and The Waves, all contribute towards an understanding of
the post-human condition.

FUTURE WORK IN THE ANTHROPOCENE
Woolf’s successful literary decentralization of the post-colonial individual and sense of
self offers many applications for research on contemporary literature, communities, and placemaking. Work that will extend the reach of this dissertation would further map the “rhizomatic”
connections that Virginia Woolf established in her characters and narratives (Deleuze and
Guattari, ATP 505-06) as being exemplary of multispecies and non-human alliances that are
expectant with post-human conditions. Her stories not only contribute to contemporary
becoming-with philosophies, they unite new patterns of thinking that help us to image
possibilities of multispecies intersubjectivity. Woolf unapologetically shared a vision of sanity
from the vantage point of madness (see Chapter 3), and crystalized madness in lyric prosody,
sharing the perceptions and distortions of a multifaceted reality. Her fictional narratives were
deeply personal, and they spoke to her own lifelong struggles with mental and physical illness.
Her curiosity to traverse these unexplored boundaries of being in the world, i.e. her own mind
and body, led her to new and heterogeneous formations of becoming-with the world, and its
abundance of species, spaces, and perceptions of time.
We need to continue to make stories and to identify existing stories that develop larger
patterns of becoming-with scenarios; the narratives in Virginia Woolf’s novels, which are robust
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enough to elaborate on our radically changing biosphere on Earth and our collective,
multispecies integration with machines and virtual platforms. Woolf’s narratives provide pliable
framework to approach life with, and her work provides clues on how to address the complicated
and fragmented problems of post-human condition from a philosophical and aesthetic standpoint.
Future scholarship on this topic may form new ‘rhizomatic’ connections within and well beyond
Woolf’s stories; it will grow narratives that approach life intersubjectively with stories that
extend the human experience to include its non-human parts, stories that connect consciousness
with our changing environment and all of its wonderfully strange critters and its cybernetic
organisms. Further research could reveal nomadic stories that connect disparate peoples,
changing climates, and the global food chain as interlinked and becoming-with each other.
In considering future scholarship, we will dwell on the subject of storytelling, and what is
at stake in the post-human narrative vis-à-vis the recent scholarship by Donna Haraway, utilizing
her theory of “becoming-with” in Anthropocene (ST 12,13). First, we will briefly consider our
post-human integration with machines and the virtual, to emphasize the possibilities of a genderfluid, intersubjective consciousness in the cyberage. We will then situate these contemporary
ideas intertextually with Virginia Woolf’s philosophical model of intersubjectivity in the art of
fiction. This examination proposes a creative and adaptable model for future storytelling in what
Haraway describes as the “troubled times” of our geological era. This section responds to
Haraway’s urgent plea for the collaboration of the artists, scientists, and activists in reshaping
stories of the Anthropocene, and a plea for future scholarship that continues to address
multispecies and cybernetic collaborations of post-human “response-ability” (ST 71).
We see in Westernized First World cultures today, that the machine precedes the person:
we meet people online and we communicate through cellular networks and WiFi; ours is a
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computer-driven world of the cyberage. Machines are integrated into our bodies; we have
pacemakers, artificial limbs, synthetic joints, and lenses for vision, hearing implants, and more.
Machines assist our cognitive functions and reproductive processes. Machines support the human
body in military combat, space exploration, and bioengineering, amongst a plethora of inventions
for agriculture, medicine and everyday domestic conveniences. We are the evolving cybernetic
organisms that philosopher Donna Haraway described in her essay, A Cyborg Manifesto:
Science, Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in the Late Twentieth Century, the human
experience of self in the world extends beyond the physiological limitations of the human body
in space and time; the machine extends human perceptions of self in ambiguous ways. Haraway
asserts, “It is not clear who makes and who is made in the relation between human and machine”
(SCW 177). As our human dependency on the machine increases, and our integration with the
machine becomes evermore entangled, human consciousness also becomes increasingly
fragmented, and our experience of the virtual reality is blurred with simulacrum produced by
technological apparatuses. Ongoing research questions include: Does the machine offer freedom
from gender in the Information Age? What kind of ramifications does this have on the formation
of consciousness? Similar to Woolf’s character Orlando, could such a stratification of the self
both as male and female lead to an intersubjective ‘We’ rather than a solipsistic ‘I’? I posit that it
would, and furthermore, that the disembodied communications of the Information Age disrupt
the patterns of binary gender constructs, while working within a heteronormative social
apparatus to redefine intersubjective consciousness in the cyberage. Orlando demonstrates the
possibility of shedding the heteronormative constructs of gender, and the phallocentric ego, or
‘I’, in exchange for a multifaceted consciousness that is not determined by one’s biological sex,
but by what one is becoming. We see in Virginia Woolf’s fiction a vision of a gender-fluid self
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that has become a contemporary social reality for many people (see Chapter 4). For transgender
communities in many Westernized countries, medical assistance now supports physiological
transition between sexes. Yet for some genderqueer or gender-fluid individuals, like Orlando, the
outline of their gender identities are self-consciously unclear, and do not conform to either male
or female.

Recently, on National Public Radio (2019), a news broadcast a story about Project Q, a
gender-neutral voice assistant developed for various digital technology platforms. Dr. Julie
Carpenter, a human behavior and emerging technologies expert, who participated in developing
Q, specified: “One of our big goals with Q was to contribute to a global conversation about
gender, and about gender and technology and ethics, and how to be inclusive for people that
identify in all sorts of different ways” (npr.org).66 The voice of Q vacillates between male and
female intonations but remains distinctly gender-fluid. If we could hear Orlando, his/her/their
voice might sound like Project Q’s non-binary specific voice. More importantly, connected to
Project Q is the story of Orlando, and through Orlando is the story of other genderqueer people:
real people that Woolf knew, including herself, and ones who she read about, and heard about.
Stories are expansive, intertextual, and interlinked. Haraway asserts: “It matters what stories
make worlds, what worlds make stories” (ST 12). Woolf and the Bloomsbury Group fostered a
queer environment that supported gender ambiguity; they dwelled in a space of gender and
sexual uncertainty. Woolf resisted being categorized as one thing or another, sexually,
domestically, and artistically (Lee 484). The Bloomberries stories made a world, and their world
made stories, such as Orlando, whose self-consciousness is populated by both genders and is
expressed as male, then female, and as gender-fluid.
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From a feminist standpoint, the constructs of gender have served primarily to suppress
and subordinate women throughout Western history (Butler, GT 2-8). A counter argument to this
is that the construction of gender has provided a matrix for the inheritance of rituals, spiritual
beliefs, and domestic practices that collectively contribute to a sense of identity, a certain feeling
of belonging in the world, and to a community through a shared value system and (his)tory. The
problem is that these systems of gender construction in the West have served a white male
agenda of economic privilege. Thus the unpacking of gender from sex is a fraught task because it
concurrently disrupts social patterns that describe not only a sense of one’s identity, but also
identities of collectives, tribes, and nations. The political dynamics that surround the
empowerment of queer communities in recent decades exceeds the scope of this chapter, and this
dissertation. Yet, it is important to point out that what often links these disparate communities
that house social change today is digital technology and communications.
Digital communication is a disembodied experience in which an exchange of information
all but transcends distance. The philosophical ramifications of a disembodied human
consciousness are unfolding as strange and uncertain terms of being in the world, as affecting the
human perception of life and its duration, and as a fractured reality of species and spaces. What
happens to gender during the disembodied experience of the virtual? In Gilles Deleuze’s book,
Difference & Repetition, he claims: “The virtual is opposed not to the real but to the actual. The
virtual is fully real in so far as it is virtual” (208). But is the virtual experience truly
disembodied? If the body connects to the actual, then our virtual experience remains tethered to
the physicality of our space and time. We cannot escape our human bodies (but we can adapt it
to technology), nor can we escape our deaths. Perhaps we might then consider Donna Haraway’s
concept of the cyborg in visualizing our contemporary existence as a species becoming:
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A cyborg body is not innocent; it was not born in a garden; it does not seek unitary
identity and so generates antagonistic dualisms without end (or until the world ends); it
takes irony for granted. One is too few, and two is only one possibility. Intense pleasure
in skill, machine skill, ceases to be a sin, but an aspect of embodiment. The machine is
not an it to be animated, worshiped, and dominated. The machine is us, our processes, an
aspect of our embodiment. We can be responsible for machines; they do not dominate or
threaten us. We are responsible for boundaries; we are they. (SCW 180)
If we are they, and we set the boundaries with machines, then the learning of social limits,
guidelines, and developing rules that regulate new technologies will help us create safe and
responsible intersections with machines and each other, via virtual platforms, and furthermore,
for the intersection of machines with our “companion species” (Haraway, ST 13). Haraway
writes: “Ontologically heterogeneous partners become who and what they are in relational
material-semiotic wordings. Natures, cultures, subjects, and objects do not preexist their
intertwined wordings. Companion species are relentlessly becoming-with” (ST 13). The
boundaries for multispecies companions and our collective integration and/or interdependence
with machines are becoming increasingly complicated to delineate. How do we collectivity
create flexible boundaries, that are not too rigid and not too soft? Questions for future research
include: Who designs and enforces the boundaries between our multispecies entanglement with
machines? What are the ethical concerns of artificial intelligence, and possible human-machine
companionships? What is ‘humane’ treatment of machines, and who determines the shutting
down of machines? When is ‘shutting down’ different from ‘killing,’ and when is ‘killing’
different from ‘murder’ in our unpredictable companionships with living and non-living matter?
How do we develop ‘smart’ technologies congruently with healthy human and animal behaviors,
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which help us to protect and better serve living and non-living life forms, rather than polluting,
extracting, and destroying our vulnerable biosphere? These are just a few of the questions that
involve the boundaries and intersections, of machines and life on earth that I posit need to be
addressed sooner than later in future scholarship. While these questions provoke different paths
of thinking and potential research beyond posthumanism, the underlying theme remains the
same: collectively, we must work to formulate what Haraway describes as: “[S]cience art
worldings [that cultivate] robust response-ability for powerful and threatened places and beings
(ST 71).” In other words, these worlds must offer stories that support becoming-with
philosophies. These new worldings create stories, and these stories offer
intersubjective/interspecies worlds (ST 71). Within these narratives of our contemporary posthuman condition, I assert that we must learn to design and enforce boundaries, alongside new
intersections with companion species that contribute the: “layered, curious practice of becomingwith others for a habitable, flourishing world” (Haraway, ST 168). These flourishing worlds that
Haraway describes unite living and non-living organic matter on earth with stories that interlink
each other as valuable and as interdependent (rather than co-dependent); we “make kin” with
these stories, and their narratives support us all getting on with each other on a diverse and
abundant planet (ST 100-01).
Virginia Woolf’s novels are rich with character-driven hybrids and becoming-with
themes, and her narratives describe the challenges and wonderment of what became an
extraordinary epoch, the early twentieth-century. Those were turbulent times: the British Empire
collapsed as a world power; Britain’s population, like many nations, was grieving the unbearable
atrocities of World War I, which was followed by the traumatic interwar period; a widening, and
horrific gap grew between the poor and the rich; and it was a time of political uprisings such as

248
the Women’s Suffrage Movement, and of social unrest for the working classes. Woolf’s fiction
embraced the extraordinariness of everyday events, and serendipitously; she lived during huge
technological advancements, and she experienced the innovations that changed daily life for the
common British citizen forever, such as the personal automobile, the telephone, powered flight,
the steam engine, electricity in the home, and indoor plumbing. Woolf’s lifespan from 1882 to
1941 straddled major advancements in technology that impacted everyday life, as well as
concurrent movements in feminism: I have shown how these concerns and lifestyle changes
manifest in her fiction (see Chapters 1 and 3).
The extreme political and social circumstances that Virginia Woolf confronted, along
with the technological and environmental changes of her time, are in some ways analogous to
contemporary challenges of the cyberage. In terms of geological eras, our time has recently been
termed the Anthropocene, by the Dutch atmospheric chemist Paul Crutzen (Braidotti, PCT 23).
In her article, Posthuman Critical Theory, philosopher Rosi Braidotti concisely describes what is
at stake during the Anthropocene: “This is a time when human activity is having a significant
impact on the Earth’s ecosystems and on our collective capacity to survive (or not)” (10). As
nations worldwide continue to participate in international warfare on countless fronts and
continue to extract resources from depleted and now-collapsing ecosystems, there is an everincreasing disparity of racial privilege, and wealth, rupturing with humanitarian crises’ and
genocides intercontinentally; the unstable living conditions are linked to violent political
uprisings; and ballooning populations are increasing by the billions (Haraway, ST 4, 6, 100). The
profit-seeking ideologies and practices of advanced capitalism, which encourage the factoryfarming of domesticated animals and other major monocultures like corn, wheat, and soy cannot
be sustained on planet Earth, which is currently undergoing mass-extinctions and accelerated
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climate change. Haraway writes: “Right now, the earth is full of refugees, human and not,
without refuge” (ST 100). How do we foster refuge in an interlinked world is marked by noise,
light, and heat pollution, in addition to natural and foreign contaminants? The commodification
of living and non-living matter in the global market has perverse and merciless dimensions,
motivated by capitalism and the insatiable appetite of the global market. As Karl Marx wrote:
The commodity is, first of all, an external object, a thing which through its qualities
satisfies human needs of whatever kind. The nature of these needs, whether they arise, for
example, from the stomach, or the imagination, makes no difference. Nor does it matter
here how the thing satisfies man’s need, whether directly as a means of subsistence, i.e.
an object of consumption, or indirectly as a means of production. (Capital Volume I 125)
Das Kapital (Capital) was published in 1867, and Marx’s vision of the commodity hits on an
important enduring human trait, the nature of need and human imagination. In Rosi Braidotti’s
recent article, Posthuman Critical Theory, she describes advanced capitalism as “a spinning
machine that actively produces differences for the commodification. It is a multiplier of
deterritorialized differences, which are quantified and exchanged as goods, data, and capital”
(15). New digital technologies abound, and our human dependence on various kinds machines
rapidly increases, “to reach unprecedented degrees of intimacy and intrusion,” as Braidotti
claims (Posthuman 89). Braidotti’s argument expands to include earth’s ecosphere, including
living and non-living matter, with becoming-technologies: “The posthuman predicament is such
as to force a displacement of the lines of demarcation between structural differences, or
ontological categories, for instance between the organic and the inorganic, the born and the
manufactured, flesh and metal, electronic circuits and organic nervous systems” (Posthuman 89).
I posit, now more than ever, that humans need to engage the imagination, that powerful human
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trait at the core of Marx’s concept of the commodity, to create new pathways of rehabilitation,
and resurgences of living and non-living matter, and to create stories within these disparate
worlds. Braidotti asserts:
Human embodiment and subjectivity are currently under-going a profound mutation.
Like all people living in an age of transition, we are not always lucid or clear about where
we are going, or even capable of explaining what exactly is happening to and around us.
Some of these events strike us win and awe and fear, while others startle us with delight.”
(Posthuman 196)
As we learn new frameworks to describe and discuss these awesome and startling experiences,
Woolf’s fiction is of consequence to contemporary dialogues about our emerging post-human
condition because her novels prompt multiplicities of becoming-with scenarios. Her stories
describe hybrids and assemblages of consciousness that are intersubjective and formed through
temporary alliances and intersections of machines, spaces, and creatures.
Woolf had a radically simple approach to disseminating her ideas—the novel—designed
for the everyday reader, addressing the daily circumstances and goings-on of British life. By
employing the genre of fiction, she crafted stories that could be assimilated into an established
fabric of daily life, while simultaneously creating new patterns of thinking. Woolf wrote in her
anti-war essay, Three Guineas (1938): “Let us never cease from thinking—what is this
‘civilization’ in which we find ourselves? What are these ceremonies and why should we take
part in them? What are these professions and why should we make money out of them?” (60).
Now is when we need creative thinking; Virginia Woolf died 78 years ago, but her stories still
provide resistance frameworks, and the kind of imagination that is needed, as we face the
complex problems and mass anxieties of the Anthropocene. Woolf crafted stories that described
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intersections, and becoming-with experiences, that predate and answer Haraway’s call for
creative “response-ability” (ST 71). Woolf’s narratives anticipate the complex anxieties of
posthumanism, and they redirect anthropocentric ideologies toward new stories about becomingwith experiences.
Haraway observes of Woolf that she trained the “mind and imagination to go visiting, to
venture off the beaten path to meet unexpected, non-natal kin, and to strike up conversation, pose
and respond to interesting questions, to propose together something unanticipated, to take up the
unasked-for obligations of having met” (ST 130). Woolf intentionally crafted stories that could
be readily assimilated into the everyday life of the reader, and her stories continue to form new
connections with contemporary audiences. Her work demonstrates how art has the power to
change the way people see the world, while interrogating the relationships and intersections we
make with our environment, each other, and new technologies. Woolf’s narratives describe
intersubjective frameworks of thinking, and she anticipates the creative worldings that Haraway
rallies for in our contemporary struggle to survive in what Haraway terms the Chthulucene: “a
kind of timeplace for learning to stay with the trouble of living and dying in response-ability on a
damaged earth” (ST 2). We need new worldings for becoming-cyborg stories that have not been
told: their voices are polyphonic, and their sounds are sometimes made with the gestures of
hands, or with the ridgeline and valley of braille; sonically they are more connected to whale
songs and bird cries; they are ethereal and move on bandwidth. Fiction is a fertile genre for
creative and rhizomatic thinking, it was in this rich and welcoming environment that Woolf
designed her gender-fluid character, Orlando, an imagining that seems prescient of today’s
genderqueer identities. What other stories are hidden away, or seem impossible to our present
worlding? In To the Lighthouse, Virginia Woolf imagines the experiences of plants:
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In spring the garden urns, casually filled with wind-blown plants, were gay as ever.
Violets came and daffodils. But the stillness and the brightness of the day were as strange
as the chaos and tumult of night, with the trees standing there, and the flowers standing
there, looking before them, looking up, yet beholding nothing, eyeless, and so terrible.
(203)
Woolf does not anthropomorphize a language of plants but she does describe, with real empathy,
a poignant vulnerably in their multicellular and distinctly photosynthetic existence. She has
described a becoming-plant worlding, in which the reader imagines the world from the
perspective of trees and eyeless flowers, looking but beholding nothing.
Imagining the blind narrative of plants is one of many intersections in Woolf’s
multispecies becoming-with scenarios. The art of fiction allowed Woolf the creative space to
imagine intersubjective consciousness, and she created worldings in her narratives that were not
limited to the human subject; her stories broke free from the narrow ‘self’ of modern philosophy.
Her narratives explored the inhuman primordial landscapes void of human dialogue; these
moments were often crafted in lyric prosody and with cinemagraphic imagery rather than with
elements of traditional plot. The experimental framework with which Woolf approached the
experiences of thinking and writing continues to be beneficial to us in conceptualizing new ideas
in contemporary philosophy, art theory, and aesthetics. Scholarship advancing the work of this
dissertation will branch into science and social activism, as well as the humanities, that fosters
new frameworks of thinking in literary, visual, and performative arts, that cultivate interspecies/technology worldings. Art is a vital resource in sparking diverse and abundant multispecies becoming-with worldings. These worldings in turn offer robust and rhizomatic stories
that further invite interdisciplinary research, and new ways of connecting and communicating
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with each other and with our rapidly changing environment. Stories that incorporate worldings
nurture intersubjective thinking, and encourage our collective agency to describe what is
happening to us in the astonishing and overwhelming times of the Anthropocene. Take, for
example, the curious intersection of the orchid and the wasp. Deleuze and Guattari write:
The orchid deterritorializes by forming an image, a tracing of a wasp; but the wasp
reterritorializes the orchid by transporting its pollen. Wasp is nevertheless
deterritorialized, becoming a piece in the orchid’s reproductive apparatus. But it
reterritorializes the orchid by transporting its pollen. Wasp and orchid, as heterogeneous
elements, form a rhizome. (ATP 10)
Why are worldings for rhizomatic stories important? I posit that one challenge for the posthuman condition is to radically, empathetically, and quickly learn how to create worldings for
untold stories in the Anthropocene. Haraway’s theory of creative sympoiesis (making-with)
corresponds to Deleuze and Guattari’s theory of the rhizome, when she writes: “Nothing makes
itself; nothing is really autopoietic or self-organizing” (ST 58). Her claim is further supported by
Deleuze and Guattari’s ideas about creative “involution” (ATP 238), in contrast to traditional
ideologies of evolution. In her essay, Symbiogenesis and the Lively Arts of Staying with the
Trouble, Haraway, similar to Deleuze and Guattari, locates her thinking in the puzzling
intersection of an orchid-bee (Haraway, ST 58-70). Haraway builds on Deleuze and Guattari’s
rhizomatic theory of the wasp-orchid, what they have termed—“a block of becoming”— (ATP
238). This mysterious and erotic flower has petals with patterns that mimic the genitalia of a
female bee; moreover, it has “alluring insectlike pheromones” (Haraway, ST 68). This
multispecies collaboration is creative, and it offers clues to a much larger system of temporary
relations and assemblages, and of intersections that deterritorialize and reterritorialize, fertile in
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becoming-with philosophies. Haraway repositions the orchid Ophrys apifera, as longing for a
vanishing bee, of the genus Eucera, during what she describes as the troubled times of the
Anthropocene (ST 192). Haraway’s sympoietic encounter with the orchid-bee is designed to
leverage a larger plea for multi-species collaboration in: “[engaging] science art activist
worldings” (ST 71). While we have not come to understand the complex languages of plants, I
posit that building worldings for them, such as the ones that Woolf designed in her fiction,
creates empathetic spaces for their potential stories to emerge from. These worldings are critical
in learning how plants do communicate with the each other and with other species. It is stories
like the ones that Virginia Woolf crafted that help shift the way we think away from
anthropocentric worldviews that are destroying our biosphere. If art has the power to change the
way people see the world, than Virginia Woolf’s fiction helps us imagine becoming-with
experiences that have gone unseen, ignored, or suppressed by anthropocentric ideologies during
a critical time of healing, rehabilitation, and hopeful resurgence of our planet.
In Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene, Haraway writes: “These are
stories in which multispecies players, who are enmeshed in partial and flawed translations across
difference, redo ways of living and dying attuned to still possible finite flourishing, still possible
recuperation” (10). Haraway visualizes and calls for a multispecies collaboration that unites new
technologies, indigenous populations, artists, scientists, and activists in what she describes as:
“[S]cience art activist worldings committed to partial healing, modest rehabilitation, and still
possible resurgence in the hard times of the imperial Anthropocene and Capitalocene” (ST 71).
Virginia Woolf’s literary work anticipates the strange bedfellows that nature, humans, and
technology make, and we need to research stories like hers, ones that create new worldings for
future stories of collaboration and becoming-with philosophies in the Anthropocene, when
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agency and creative action matter, and time is running out. Further, we need new worldings to
recuperate indigenous stories from post-colonial and anthropocentric categories and hierarchies
that were developed to serve patriarchal and monotheistic belief systems. I agree with Haraway
that artists, scientists, activists, and disparate and diverse peoples—including the indigenous
populations of the world—must work together against the destruction of ecologies and cultures. I
would further assert that this collaboration needs to interrupt worldwide patterns of phallocentric
ideologies from within the cultural constructs that design and enforce “advanced capitalism,” and
the commodification of our differences (Braidotti, PCT 7). Braidotti writes: “It is both exciting
and unsettling to be reminded, almost on a daily basis, that we are, after all, such stuff as dreams
are made of and that the new possibilities are immense” (Posthuman 197). My continuing
research will explore new frameworks for thinking and storytelling that encourage post-human
intersections of becoming-with machines, animals, cybernetic organisms, and missing peoples,
and to engage in collective and radical acts of response-ability in the Anthropocene (Haraway,
ST 12, 71). Virginia Woolf and the members of the Bloomsbury Group demonstrated the kind of
creative agency and thinking that is necessary to form resistance to oppressive and exploitative
social constructs. By reconsidering the Bloomberries’ activities and Woolf’s creative works from
a postmodern standpoint, we find new pathways for self-actualization, and new blueprints for
intersubjective consciousness. Our future needs artists, writers and philosophers to collaborate
with scientists, and to combat the exploitations of advanced capitalism. This is possible by
creating new worldings, as Haraway describes, for stories and selves, that will help us build new
philosophies about what we are becoming-with.
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I have a short space of freedom. I have picked all the fallen petals and made them swim. I have
put raindrops in some. I will plant a lighthouse here, a head of Sweet Alice. And I now rock the
brown basin from side to side so that my ships may ride the waves. Some will founder. Some
will dash themselves against the cliffs. One sails alone. That is my ship.
— Virginia Woolf —
The Waves

257
ENDNOTES
INTRODUCTION

	
  

1

George Edward Moore (1873-1958) was a British philosopher that attended Cambridge University with
members of the Bloomsbury Group. Moore is remembered for his philosophical contributions to:
“metaphysics, epistemology, ethics, and philosophical methodology.” His work combatted ‘idealism,’ and
he was a “major supporter of realism in all its forms” (Klemke 582).

2

Molly MacCarthy invented the word “Bloomsberries,” for the Bloomsbury Group around 1910-1911
(Rosenbaum 157).

3

The Hogarth Press began in the dining room of the Woolfs’ house in 1917, with a small handpress, and
was essential for the publication of Virginia Woolf’s novels. In her essay, The Bloomsbury Group and the
Book Arts, Helen Southworth notes that: “Over the course of its life the press grew from a coterie press,
publishing a few titles each year that were mostly the work of Bloomsbury insiders and close associates,
into a commercial operation, producing more than four hundred fifty books on topics spanning from art to
education to psychology to politics” (Southworth 144).

4

I explore the multispecies alliances that Woolf creates as a kind of worlding (Haraway, ST 71) for new
stories in Future Work in the Anthropocene of this dissertation (see Conclusion).
CHAPTER 1:

5

In a statement prepared for the British Broadcasting Corporation in 1965, Leonard Woolf, further
legitimized Sir Leslie Stephan’s Victorian status as an intellectual aristocrat by explaining: “He was the
editor of the Dictionary of National Biography; he was a very good essayist; he edited one of the
quarterlies. He had a very good library of all the great English writers” (Bloomsbury 237). Furthermore,
when he explained his wife’s genius he attributed the quality of Virginia’s early education to her father’s
library: “Virginia was given the run of it, at an early age, and he would discuss with her afterwards what
she had read” (238, 239).

6

The cultural norms that were scrutinized by the Bloomsberries were primarily domestic but they had a
rippling effect. Virginia Woolf wrote: “We were full of experiments and reforms. We were going to do
without table napkins, we were to have Bromo instead; we were going to paint; to write; to have coffee
after dinner instead of tea at nine o’clock. Everything was going to be new; everything was going to be
different. Everything was on trial” (Bloomsbury 45).

7

Virginia Woolf reflects on Bloomsberries early encounters as having remarkable but ephemeral value.
She wrote, “They deserve to be recoded and described. Yet how difficult – how impossible. Talk – even
the talk which had such tremendous results upon the lives and characters of the two Miss Stephens – even
talk of this interest and importance is elusive as smoke. It flies up the chimney and is gone” (Bloomsbury
46).

8

Duncan Grant’s memoir on Virginia Woolf, titled, Virginia Woolf and the Beginnings of Bloomsbury
was published after Woolf’s death (98).

9

In his memoir of Virginia Woolf, Bloomsbury member, Duncan Grant, recalls: “It was certainly not a
‘salon.’ Virginia Stephen in those days was not at all the sort of hostess required for such a thing. She
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appeared very shy and probably was so, and never addressed the company. She would listen to general
arguments and occasionally speak, but her conversation was mainly directed to someone next to her. Her
brother’s Cambridge friends she knew well by this time, but I think there was something a little aloof and
even a little fierce in her manner to most men at the time I am thinking of . . . [a] seemingly very different
Virginia Woolf known to a variety of people in later years” (100).
10

Nineteenth-Century Britain was experiencing the splintering effects of women’s liberation from the
ideology Old World Europe. Christoper Harvie & H.C.G. Matthew claim: “Smaller families were also
sought by middle-class women, who were beginning to expect more from life than the privilege of
breeding children and running the household. Women, thus partially liberated, played an important role in
charities, churches, local politics, and the arts, especially music. With great difficulty, some forced
themselves upon the universities (they were allowed to attend lectures and take examinations, but not
degrees), and from the late 1870s women’s colleges were founded at Oxford, Cambridge, and London.
The professions remained barred to women, but a few succeeded in practicing as doctors. The upper
levels of nursing and running hotels seemed, however, the nearest most women could get to a
professional career” (99, 100).

11

Virginia Woolf’s memoir, Old Bloomsbury (1922), was posthumously published (Rosenbaum 41).

12

Christopher Harvie & H. C. G. Matthew write: “By 1901, only one-fifth of the population of England
and Wales lived in what may be called ‘rural areas’; that is, 80 per cent of the population was urbanized, a
far greater proposition than in any European country . . . there were 74 towns with over 50,000 inhabitants
and London – ‘the metropolis’ as Victorians called it – grew from 2.3 million in 1851 to 4.5 million in
1911 (or 7.3 million if we include all its suburbs)” (77).

13

S.P. Rosenbaum cites the following list of people who were affiliated with the Bloomsbury Group at
various times over the span of two generations; First, Old World Bloomsbury included: Vanessa and Clive
Bell, E.M. Forster, Roger Fry, Duncan Grant, J.M. Keynes, Molly and Desmond MacCarthy, Adrian
Stephen, Lytton Strachey, Saxon Sydney-Turner, Leonard and Virginia Woolf. Second, Edwardian
Bloomsbury included: H.T.J. Norton, Gerald Shove, James Strachey, Marjorie Strachey, Oliver Strachey
and Sydney Waterlow. Third, Wartime Bloomsbury, included: David Garnett, Francis Birrell, Mary
Hutchinson, Karin Costelloe, Barbara Hiles Bagenal, Arthur Waley, Alix Sargant-Florence Strachey,
Dora Carrington, Ralph Partridge, Raymond Mortimer, George Rylands, Angus Davidson, Stephen
Tomlin, Frances Marshall Partridge, Roger Senhouse, Lydia Lopokova Keynes. Fourth, Bloomsbury
During the Thirties, included: Julian Bell, Quentin Bell, Angelica Bell, Jane Bussy and John Lehmann
(xi).

14

It was Virginia Woolf who set the type for the first publications of Freud’s translated work into
English, and Hogarth Press which first published it in English (Silver 199).

15

16

“What connections are there between conventions in behavior and conventions in art” (Lee 258)?

Postmodernist thinking gained traction in the late 1960s and early ’70s in Western societies. Visual and
literary artists, theorists, philosophers and critics refuted the notion of the autonomous work of art and the
sovereign individual in favor of a more diverse scope of philosophical initiatives, such as ‘poststructuralism,’ championed by the French philosophers Jean-François Lyotard, Jean Baudrillard, Judith
Butler, Gilles Deleuze, Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, Julia Kristeva, and Jacques Lacan, amongst
others.
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17

When pressed on subject of her open relationship, Vanessa replied by letter to Margaret Vaugan: “I am
absolutely indifferent to anything the world may say about me, my husband or my children . . . As for the
gossip about me, as to which of course I have not been left in ignorance, I must admit that it seems to me
almost incredibly impertinent of you to ask me to satisfy your curiosity about it . . . If you cannot accept
me as I seem to you to be, then you must give me up, for I have no intention of confessing my sins or
defending my virtues to you” (V. Bell, Sel. Letters 235).

18

Technological and social advancements were closely linked for the middle-class to the end of
Victorianism. Christopher Harvie & H.C.G. Matthew state: “The opening years of the twentieth century .
. . brought the widespread use by the better-off of its characteristic appliances, available in the 1890s but
slow to find markets because of technical inadequacies – electric light in the houses, telephones,
typewriters, gramophones, cars – and, soon, wireless and aeroplanes. The first building in the world
specially designed as a cinema was opened in Colne, Lancashire, in 1907. Quite suddenly, the Victorian
years and their preoccupations began to seem worlds away. The deaths of the three most notable public
figures of those years – Gladstone in 1898, Victoria herself in 1901, Salisbury in 1903 – emphasized that
change” (135).

19

I define a theater as a performative space that is contingent on actors who are understood by an
audience to be playing roles, often these roles are costumed, which both obscures and expands the actors’
identities.

20

Virginia Woolf’s novel, To the Lighthouse, includes multiple excerpts from Charles Isaac Elton’s poem
Luriana, Lurilee, which offers a classic example of English “simple present” or “lyric present”: “Come
out and climb the garden path, / Luriana Lurilee. / The China rose is all abloom and bussing with the
yellow bee / ” (166). This poem is referred to by the character Mr. Ramsey.

21

Skaz does not translate into English in a way that captures its full meaning. Caryl Emerson and Wayne
Booth, the translators of Bakhtin’s Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics describe the Russian term Skaz as:
“[A] technique or mode of narration that imitates the oral speech of an individualized narrator” (8).

22

A female friend and I were once looking at a painting of a bear wearing a blue gown, and she said to
me, “That’s what I feel like when I wear a dress” (personal communication, Marjo Meijer).

23

Homer’s epic poem The Odyssey refers to Eos the goddess of dawn: “The early Dawn was born; her
figners bloomed. / Odysseus’ well-beloved son / jumped up, put on this clothes, and strapped his sword /
across his back, and tied his handsome sandals / onto his well oiled feet” (120).

24

The Waves, along with James Joyce’s novel, Ulysses and T.S. Eliot’s poem The Waste Land are often
grouped together as being quintessential works of modernist literature and poetry. They share an
obscurity in their construction, experimentation of voice, and a resistance to plot. Each of these works
seems aimed toward itself, rather than an audience. (Connor 290)
CHAPTER 2:

25

T. S. Eliot writes in his essay, Virginia Woolf and Bloomsbury, about the significance of Woolf’s work
historically for the arts: ". . . Virginia Woolf was the [center], not merely of an esoteric group, but of the
literary life of London. Her position was due to a concurrence of qualities and circumstances which never
happened before, and which I do not think will ever happen again. It maintained the dignified and
admirable tradition of Victorian upper middle-class culture - a situation in which the artist was neither the
servant of the exalted patron, the parasite of the plutocrat, nor the entertainer of the mob - a situation in
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which the producer and the consumer of art were on an equal footing, and that neither the highest nor the
lowest." (416)
26

See Chapter One, Intersubjectivity and Identity as Performance

27

See The Novels of the 1930s and the Impact of History by Julia Briggs

28

Briggs continues this thought astutely by stating: “. . . [U]nlike most drama [The Waves] uses speech
not to differentiate the speakers, but to unite them through a common style, even though each reverts to
private sequences of imagery. The mode of speech is characterized by the use of simple verb tenses,
especially the present tense: ‘I burn, I shiver,’ said Jinny [(V. Woolf, Waves 6)]. Such verb tenses are
more often used in poetry than in common speech. Compound tenses such as the continuous present (‘I
am burning, I am shivering’) are more usual in conversation or writing” (Briggs, CCVW 74).

29

Hermione Lee’s biography recognizes another spelling of Jinny: “Adeline Virginia, because of her
mother’s sadness about the name Adeline, was immediately known as Ginny, or Ginnum, or Ginia” (103).

30

Hermione Lee writes in her biography on Woolf about Hogarth’s interest in Eliot’s literary work:
“Though he may not have appeared, at first, as a very promising candidate for intimacy, he was certainly
a very promising candidate for the Press [Hogarth]. By the end of November 1918 they had agreed to
publish Poems (which included Sweeney among the Nightingales, Whispers of Immortality, The
Hippopotamus, and Mr. Eliot’s Sunday Morning Service), and they appeared in May 1919.” (Lee 434)

31

When Woolf’s characters blur or morph with animal, insect, physical space, and machines they offer
new and variant forms of thinking, and states of being that are post-human. See Chapter One:
Intersubjectivity and Identity as Performance.

32

See Virginia Woolf, A Writer’s Diary pages 10, 45, 70, 102, 125, 168, 261

33

Bloomsbury members, Thoby Stephan, Leonard Woolf, Lytton Strachey, Clive Bell, and Desmond
MacCarthy had already formed tight bonds in their social reading-clubs, such as the “Midnight Society”
(Holroyd, LS 58), and more elite groups such as the “Cambridge Conversazione Society,” also called the
“Apostles,” a secret intellectual society (Holroyd, LS 76).

34

Bakhtin: “The consciousness of other people cannot be perceived, analyzed, defined as objects or as
things – one can only relate to them dialogically. To think about them means to talk with them; otherwise
they immediately turn to us their objectivized side: they fall silent, close up, and congeal into finished,
objectivize images. An enormous and intense dialogic activity is demanded of the author of a polyphonic
novel: as soon as this activity slackens, the character begin to congeal, they become mere things, and
monologically formed chunks of life appear in the novel” (68).

35

Virginia Woolf wrote in her diary on July 19, 1931: “It is a masterpiece” said [Leonard] coming out to
my lodge this morning, “And the best of your books.” This note I make; adding that he also thinks the
first 100 pages extremely difficult, & is doubtful how far any common reader will follow. But Lord! What
a relief” (Diary Vol. Four 36)!

36

The imagery and topic of this passage calls to mind Socrates’ conversation with Glaucon, when he
describes The Myth of Er in Book 10 of Plato’s Republic. Here the life form chooses the passage of its
soon-to-be soul, from three singing: “daughters of Necessity and the Fates . . . Lachesis [past], Clotho
[present], and Atropos [future]” (322). They sing while spinning a spindle that inscribes the chosen path
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of the life and the soul. This is not unlike Woolf’s “chain whirling round, round, in a steel-blue circle
beneath” (Waves 99). Yet, Woolf argues that the Platonic division of the body and soul is false, as she
seeks a vision of wholeness and intersubjectivity.
37

See Chapter One; section one, The Posthumanistic Theater of the Bloomsbury Group.

38

On February 17, 1909 Lytton Strachey proposed to marry Virginia Woolf, and she accepted. Shortly
thereafter this was retracted when they both realized it was a terrible idea (Holroyd, LS 201). In his
biography on Strachey, Michael Holroyd points out that “A marriage between a ‘sapphist’ and a
‘sodomist’ would be a most subversive way of responding to the pressure of conventions” (LS 199).

39

A bitter truth that Angelica Garnett reflected on as an adult by writing: “Although Vanessa comforted
herself with the [pretense] that I had two fathers, in reality – emotional reality, that is – I had none. It was
impossible to associate Duncan with any idea of paternity – and he never tried to assume that role. Clive
acted better, but carried no conviction, for he knew the truth” (217).

40

Later in life, Angelica Bell married her father’s lover, David Garnett, to the horror of her parents and
those that knew of her parents love triangle. David Garnett was at Angelica Bell’s birth and reflected to
Lytton Strachey in a letter: “I think of marrying it; when she is twenty I shall be 46 – will it be
scandalous?” (Spalding 177; Lee 215).

41

Margaret Drabble’s essay on Bell describes her passion for her children: “She was a devoted mother,
and adored her children. She never recovered from the shock of the death of her eldest, Julian, and her
daughter Angelica believes that is was this that caused her gradual withdrawal from life, her retreat into a
small, safe, familiar circle” (22).

42

In part, Virginia Woolf’s literary success was made possible because she and Leonard Woolf created
their own publishing press, called “The Hogarth Press.” This gave them the freedom to print Virginia
Woolf’s experimental, and more controversial work when no one else would have. The Woolfs
collaborative venture of The Hogarth Press benefited other writers as well. Leonard Woolf wrote in his
autobiography, Downhill All The Way: “In the Press we were interested in young, unknown writers whose
work might not attract the publishing establishment” (L. Woolf, DW 130).
43
“I am haunted by the thought that I can never know what anyone is feeling, but I suppose at my age it
[can’t] be helped. It is like trying to jump my shadow” (V. Woolf, The Letters Vol. One 405)
44

see The Moment and Other Essays by Virginia Woolf

45

The Waves was published in 1931, and Woolf ended her life approximately 10 years thereafter, on
March 28, 1941.

46

“What connection has the brain with the body?” was recorded in Woolf’s diary on January 15, 1933,
while noting her dismay at the rapid heart rate and the onset of her “old headache,” in relation to writing
Flush (V. Woolf, Diary Four 143).

47

See Moments of Being: a Collection of Autobiographical Writing by Virginia Woolf

CHAPTER 3:
48

According to Quentin Bell’s biography on Woolf, the character Sally was based on Madge Symonds.
This was Virginia Stephen’s first crush, at age sixteen, and she was “in love with her” (61).
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49

see Chapter Four

50

In Henri Bergson’s book, An Introduction to Metaphysics, he compares the passing of time, or as he
describes, ones’ “inner life” to a coil that extends out, and rolls up upon itself in our memory,
“swell[ing]” in the present moment; like a “thread on a ball” (11, 12). However, Bergson abandons this
metaphor for the duration because he finds it is too limited; he replaces it with a “myriad-tinted
spectrum,” and then with the idea of an “elastic body” (Metaphysics 12). My visual of the slinky is also in
relationship to the Bergsonian concept of duration and is meant to visually convey Woolf’s ability to
manipulate time in the lyric present. I believe that the opening up of the lyric present is similar to the
helical spring, and suspension of a slinky between two hands, or two divergent directions in narrativetime that are interconnected.

51

Septimus’ mental illness would today be likely characterized as post-traumatic stress disorder, or
PTSD.

52

Hermione Lee expands on Leonard’s unusual passion for Virginia’s wellbeing: “Leonard made
Virginia’s illness one of his life’s works. He studied her mind for nearly thirty years, he says, ‘with the
greatest intensity’ . . . From his minutely kept diaries (where entries on her daily states of mind are coded
in Tamil and Sinhalese, from his anxious and responsible letters at the time of her breakdowns, and from
his memoirs, which circle repetitively and insistently over the story of her illness, a careful, clinical
narrative emerges” (174).

53

Hermione Lee acknowledges that Virginia Woolf’s work preceded Michel Foucault’s work on the
topics of madness, the patient and clinic power play, and the development of asylums (189).

54

Woolf visualized her composition of To the Lighthouse as two rooms connected by a corridor (forming
a letter H) the corridor section of the novel symbolized the duration of World War I, and the events that
preceded and followed it. This allowed Woolf to connect events of the past and future, and furthermore,
to cross-stitch the internal dialogues of the characters, from the past to the future and vice versa, spatially
connecting them to the present moment: a summerhouse, the seascape, and a lighthouse in the Hebrides.

55

Guy Debord describes these boundaries: “from the dérive point of view cities have a
psychogeographical relief, with constant currents, fixed points and vortexes which discourage entry into
or exit from certain zones.” (703)

56

Debord describes the connection between alienation and consumption with the following: “Having
from the workshop to the laboratory emptied productive activity of all meaning for itself, capitalism
strives to place the meaning of life in leisure activities and to reorient productive activity on that basis.
Since production is hell in the prevailing moral schema, real life must be found in consumption, in the use
of goods.” (706)

57

Deleuze and Guattari assert that “rhizomes” are: “[M]ultiplicities of masses or packs, not of classes;
anomalous and nomadic multiplicities, not normal or legal ones; multiplicities of becoming, or
transformational multiplicities, not countable elements and ordered relations; fuzzy, not exact aggregates,
etc. At the level of pathos, these multiplicities are expressed by psychosis and especially schizophrenia
(ATP 506-07).” We see this expressed in the Virginia Woolf’s character, Septimus, in Mrs. Dalloway;
whose episodes of mental illness blurs his reality with his environment. His character is permeable and is
interpenetrated by his changing environment; his intersubjective consciousness extends and takes shape
with spaces that he occupies.

263
	
  
	
  
	
  

58

Julia Brigg’s scholarship points out that Woolf’s story about the Great Frost is based on real accounts
of the River Thames freezing and the magical playground it created for Londoners in winter of 1607-8
(Inner Life 195).

59

Sasha’s character was based on Vita Sackville-West’s lover, Violet Trefusis (Briggs, Inner Life 19496).

60

Tamsin Lorraine describes Deleuze and Guattari’s lines of flight as: “a path of mutation precipitated
through the actualization of connections among bodies that were previously only implicit (or ‘virtual’)
that releases new powers in the capacities of those bodies to act and respond” (147-48).

61

These affairs were not always sexual, and were not limited to women. For example, Virginia also had a
brief affair with her brother in law, Clive Bell. In this instance, Virginia wanted to come between Clive
and Vanessa (her sister) because she was jealous of the attention Vanessa gave to Clive when they
married. Hermione Lee writes: “[T]o put it simply, Virginia was in love with her sister. And Vanessa
depended on her more then she acknowledged” (117). Eventually Clive and Virginia’s affair changed into
a friendship, and Vanessa and Clive’s marriage became platonic.

62

Virginia Woolf had a fantastic imagination that incorporated animals into her daily communications
with close friends and family. She had numerous animal names and behaviors that she associated with
other people, and with herself, in her letter writing (Lee 480).

63

Violet Trefusis was lover of Vita Sackville-West, and was fictionalized as Sasha, Orlando’s lost love.
Lord Lascelles was also a suitor of Vita Sackville-West, and he was fictionalized as the Archduke Henry,
who courted the male Orlando in drag as a woman (Archduchess Harriet Griselda) and then courted the
female Orlando. While Orlando’s transgender identity is serious, Archduke Harry’s drag performance is
made a parody.

64

Hermione Lee asserts in her biography about Woolf that Freud’s ideas on psychoanalysis influenced
multiple books by Woolf, including: Three Guineas, The Leaning Tower, Sketch of the Past, and Between
the Act. Lee notes that Woolf always had a tempestuous relationship with Freud’s work; Woolf disagreed
with just as many of his theories as she agreed with, but nonetheless was inspired by his work (712-13).

65

Nick Greene (Orlando) reappears in an embedded story about Judith (A Room of One’s Own). Professor
Mark Hussey asserts: “a possible model for Greene is Robert Greene (1558-92), author of the earliest
literary reference to William Shakespeare” (105).
CONCLUSION:

66

A team of researchers, linguists, and partnering organizations worked together to record dozens of
human voices, heteronormative and gender queer. The electronic voice of Q is based on actual human
voices, derived from these recordings (https://www.npr.org).	
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APPENDIX A
ABBREVIATIONS FOR IN-TEXT CITATIONS
Not every citation in the bibliography has an abbreviation. I have used abbreviations to clarify
citations when multiple titles by the same author appear in the bibliography, and when the source
text is unclear without a citation containing the title of the work. Whenever possible, the in-text
citations simply contain the last name of the author and page number.
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Assembly

Book Title
Notes Toward A Performative Theory of Assembly

Author/Editor
Judith Butler

ATP

A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia

Gilles Deleuze and
Félix Guattari

BA

Beginning Again: An Autobiography of the Years
1911 to 1918
Virginia Woolf: A Biography
The Bloomsbury Group: A Collection of Memoirs and
Commentary
The Cambridge Companion to Virginia Woolf
Creative Evolution: Humanity’s Natural Creative
Impulse
Mrs. Dalloway
The Diary of Virginia Woolf Volume Three (19251930)
The Diary of Virginia Woolf Volume Four (19311935)
Difference & Repetition
Downhill all the Way: An Autobiography of the Years
1919 to 1939
The Seminar of Jacques Lacan, Book XX: On
Feminine Sexuality, the Limits of Love and Knowledge
(1972-1973, Encore)
Gender Trouble
The Seminar of Jacques Lacan, Book XI: The Four
Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis
Roger Fry: A Biography by Virginia Woolf
Virginia Woolf: An Inner Life
The Letters of Virginia Woolf Volume One 1888-1912
To The Lighthouse
Lytton Strachey: The New Biography
Moments of Being: a Collection of Autobiographical
Writing
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Dalloway
Diary Vol.
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DW
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